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FOREWORD 
Over the last decade Northern Ireland has emerged from 30 years of conflict and the future is 
far from clear. Divisions and tensions still exist between the two communities, however, it has 
long been understood that, during this period of unrest and beyond, civil society has been the 
glue holding Northern Ireland together. Over the years civil society organisations (CSOs) have 
had a significant impact on shaping public policy, most notably in the area of equality. 
 
As will be shown throughout this report, however, the legacy of the conflict in Northern 
Ireland still casts a long shadow and there remains reluctance on the part of individuals to 
become involved in collective, non-partisan action. Therefore, the challenge is clear for all of 
civil society in terms of fostering greater collective action within Northern Ireland to achieve 
real social change.  
 
The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA) is an umbrella body for 
voluntary and community organisations in Northern Ireland. NICVA provides its 1,000 
members with information, advice and training on a wide range of issues from management 
consultancy and finance, to policy development and lobbying. In our work we adopt a 
community development approach and attempt to empower local communities to pursue their 
own needs and agendas. 
 
This project has been extremely valuable exercise for NICVA, and for civil society in Northern 
Ireland as a whole. It has helped us really begin to understand the social forces that are in play 
within Northern Ireland’s society and how we all might seek to develop and enhance the 
activities of civil society. This report is entitled Civil Society in Northern Ireland: A new 
beginning? Civil society as a concept may not mean a great deal to people in Northern Ireland, 
but as a consequence of the CIVICUS Civil Society Index the debate about what it is and what 
in means in a Northern Ireland context has begun. It is also a new beginning for organisations 
that are part of civil society, as their role is coming under greater scrutiny and regulation, and it 
will become increasingly important for organisations to fully articulate their impact and their 
contribution to society. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is a new beginning for the 
people of Northern Ireland, where a more normalised society is becoming more and more of a 
reality and the opportunities exist for all to help shape the type of society we all want live in.  

 
 

 

 

Seamus McAleavey 

Chief Executive, NICVA 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Over the course of 2004, the CIVICUS Civil Society Index project (CSI) collected information 
and input from a broad range of civil society representatives, citizens, experts and researchers 
on the state of civil society 
in Northern Ireland. 
CIVICUS uses a broad 
definition of civil society, 
which states that civil society 
is the arena, between 
family, government and 
market, where people 
voluntarily associate to 
advance common interests. 
Using a comprehensive 
framework of 74 indicators 
and drawing on extensive 
data collected by the project 
team, the project’s National 
Advisory Group assessed the 
overall state of civil society 
in the country, which can be 
summarized in a visual graph 
(see figure 1), the Civil 
Society Diamond for Northern Ireland. The diamond which emerged is well balanced in its 
four dimensions: civil society’s structure, environment, values and impact. 
 
This is the first time an assessment of civil society in Northern Ireland has been attempted and 
the research has painted a very vivid, and in some respects challenging, view of the state of the 
civil society. Not surprisingly, given the past 30 years of conflict in Northern Ireland, society is 
still relatively divided along religious boundaries. This division pervades almost every sphere 
of public and private life in Northern Ireland and is reflected in the view of the role civil 
society plays in Northern Ireland. Throughout this report the legacy of the conflict continues to 
show itself in the many different areas that this research is attempting to measure. That is not to 
say everything is negative, in fact the research has shown quite the opposite, with many 
strengths of civil society in Northern Ireland becoming very apparent. For a society emerging 
from conflict and without a clear resolution about its future, civil society has a role to play and 
this report highlights where that role has been integral to the creation of a less divided society 
and where things may be improved or developed to help enhance this role in the future. 
 
The Structure Dimension describes and analyses the overall size, strength and vibrancy of civil 
society in human, organisational, and economic terms. The score for the Structure Dimension 
is 1.8, indicating a medium-sized civil society. Within the Structure Dimension, six 
subdimensions were measured which included: the extent of citizen participation; depth of 
citizen participation; diversity of civil society participants; level of organisation; inter-relations 
and civil society resources.  

FIGURE 1: Civil society diamond for Northern Ireland 
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The analysis of the Structure Dimension indicates that various elements of civil society’s 
structure in Northern Ireland are well established, but there are several specific areas where 
more progress, or development, is required. The indicator receiving the highest score within 
this dimension was the amount of time donated by individuals to volunteer activities. The 
summary data indicate that the average individual who volunteers donates more than eight 
hours per month to their voluntary activity. Unfortunately, the proportion of those volunteering 
on a regular basis does not receive the same high score. The results indicate that volunteering is 
also concentrated in a narrow range of activities, with involvement in religious or church 
organisations benefiting the most from this support. 
 
One area that is identified as a weakness in Northern Ireland’s civil society is collective 
community and political actions. Both indicators received relatively low scores in the analysis 
of the Structure Dimension. It is likely that the ongoing conflict over the past 30 years has 
prevented the emergence of collective community and non-political actions, since there has not 
been any sense of ‘one’ community. Such actions are usually expressed by one or the other 
community, and have often been used as rallying calls and expressions of defiance. The 
ongoing disputes over parades are symptomatic of this type of inter-community protest and 
expression. More recently some cross-community expressions of support for campaigns against 
the Iraq war and against sectarian attacks on public services workers have taken place and may 
indicate a slight improvement in this area. 
 
The Environment Dimension describes and analyses the overall political, social, economic, 
cultural and legal environment in which civil society exists and functions. The score for the 
Environment Dimension is 2.4, indicating that the environment for civil society in Northern 
Ireland is supportive. The main area where there is poor support is in relation to the private 
sector and corporate social responsibility.  
 
The score for the Environment Dimension (2.4) indicates that the general environment in 
Northern Ireland is fairly conducive to civil society. Many indicators emerged in this 
Dimension with a final score of 3, which have been taken to mean that they can be considered 
strengths of civil society. Political rights and press freedoms are both rated quite highly and the 
assessment is that corruption among holders of state and political positions is negligible. The 
wider socio-economic context indicators are all rated highly, although the data demonstrate 
that Northern Ireland lags behind the rest of the UK in this context. Despite the continued non-
functioning of a local political assembly, the quality of party-political competition is assessed 
as quite high. This is also true of the rule of law, although there are continued breaches of 
ceasefires by the various paramilitary groupings, such as racketeering and instances of 
vigilante policing in some communities. One other indicator that scored slightly lower in this 
Dimension was trust in political institutions. The former refers to the continued existence of the 
local political assembly, despite its non-functioning status and the greater impact of local 
government and public service bodies resulting from its establishment. The latter is a sign that 
the majority of the population of Northern Ireland largely trusts the main political, 
administrative, legal, law enforcement and civil justice institutions.  
 
An area considered to be a current weakness, was tolerance within society. The data collected 
indicate that relations between the two main communities in Northern Ireland have deteriorated 
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since the paramilitary ceasefires, and levels of trust are very low. There are ongoing sectarian 
attacks and divisions in many local communities and attitudinal data highlight a sense of unfair 
treatment felt by the Protestant community after the Good Friday Agreement. Attacks on and 
discrimination against members of other minority ethnic communities have increased at 
alarming rates and the incarceration of asylum seekers in prison facilities indicates a lack of 
tolerance for perceived ‘outsiders’. This is an area in which civil society organizations (CSOs) 
can play a key role, but the evidence shows that very little progress has been made so far.  
 
The Values Dimension describes and analyses the values promoted and practised by civil 
society in Northern Ireland. The score for the Values Dimension is 2.1, reflecting an overall 
positive value basis of civil society in Northern Ireland. The score for the democratic practices 
subdimension is the only problematic area in the Values Dimension. 
 
Corruption within the civil society arena was ranked as very low, as was violence. Financial 
transparency is clearly not an issue in the civil society arena. CSOs were seen as positively 
attempting to promote non-violence and peace and there are some very high profile 
organisations in Northern Ireland involved in promoting cross-community activities. Actions to 
eradicate poverty were also assessed as positive, as was the existence of gender equitable 
practices within CSOs. 
 
Gender equity, within the civil society arena, also received a relatively low score, which 
seemed to reflect data on the low number of female chief executive officers in CSOs, 
compared to their overall proportion in the workforce. Several organisations and campaigns 
focused on equal pay, for example, but they emanated from government departments or 
agencies and in only one or two cases from trade unions. Overall, the scores achieved for the 
Impact Dimension reveal that civil society’s values are quite strong within the sector, but 
practices and campaigns to promote these values are somewhat lacking. 
 
The Impact Dimension describes and analyses the extent to which civil society is active and 
successful in fulfilling several essential functions within Northern Ireland’s society. The score 
for the Impact Dimension is 2.1. This reflects a slightly better than average level of impact for 
civil society in Northern Ireland. Analysis under this Dimension indicated that areas of 
weakness in civil society in Northern Ireland relate to impact on the national budgeting process 
and holding both the state and private corporations accountable. 
 
The score achieved for the Impact dimension indicates that CSOs are moderately successful in 
these areas. Building capacity for collective action achieved the highest score for this 
Dimension, recognising the impact of CSOs supporting communities during periods when 
there was no effective government or state apparatus in existence. This impact is reflected in a 
high score for empowering marginalised people and empowering women. Not surprisingly, 
these indicators add up to recognition of the positive impact of CSOs in building social capital 
in Northern Ireland. A slightly lower, but still respectable, score is given for CSOs’ attempts to 
meet pressing social needs and the needs of marginalised people. 
 
The greatest weakness in the Impact dimension is the impact CSOs have on the national 
budgeting process. This is a finding common throughout Organisation for Economic Co-
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operation and Development (OECD) countries, despite the widespread existence of 
institutionalised dialogue between government and civil society in these countries. A similar 
weakness is evident in holding the state accountable. This may be indicative of a fear of ‘biting 
the hand that feeds’, since in Northern Ireland, and the UK in general, government is the single 
largest donor for CSOs. The same fear does not exist with private corporations, as they are not 
a major sponsor of the sector, but this area is still a weakness for CSOs in Northern Ireland. 
The research was unable to find any evidence of an organisation or campaign based in 
Northern Ireland, which was not part of a wider UK-based effort attempting to monitor or 
critique the practices of private corporations. This may be partly due to the relatively small size 
of the private sector in Northern Ireland (the economy is dominated by the public sector) and 
the fact that the majority of companies in Northern Ireland are UK wide companies and have 
their headquarters in Great Britain. Overall, the analysis for the Impact Dimension reveals that 
CSOs in Northern Ireland are having some positive impact in many of the areas examined. 
This, however, should not lead to complacency as, given the level of resources, skills and the 
generally conducive environmental factors; it appears that the impact of CSOs should be 
somewhat greater than it currently is. 
 
It is perhaps inevitable in Northern Ireland, despite the significant political achievements of the 
last decade, that the view of civil society and its role very much reflects the fragmented nature 
of society as a whole. There is no clear, unifying agenda that underlines what civil society can 
hope to achieve but it is incumbent upon all organisations operating in this arena to promote 
the values and principles that underpin civil society in Northern Ireland. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This report documents the final results of the CIVICUS Civil Society Index (CSI) project for 
Northern Ireland. It was carried out from April 2004 to July 2005, as part of the international 
CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation, CSI project. The project is currently being 
implemented in more than 50 countries around the world, with Scotland being our nearest 
neighbour also participating in the project. 
 
The CSI was designed as a participatory action-research project to assess the state of civil 
society in countries around the world. It aims to strengthen civil society by encouraging 
stakeholders to become involved in reflection and action planning in order to identify and 
tackle weaknesses or challenges in civil society. Thus, the project seeks to be more than just a 
research or ‘bean-counting’ exercise, and focuses on how it can best inform both policy and 
practice in relation to civil society. 
 
In each country a standardised methodology is followed whereby the project is managed by a 
National Coordinating Organisation (NCO), guided by a National Advisory Group (NAG) and 
the CSI project team at CIVICUS. The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action 
(NICVA) took on the role of NCO in Northern Ireland managing the project and implementing 
all of the research and practice elements. The information and statistics generated throughout 
the project were generated from both primary and secondary sources. This information was 
collated and presented to the NAG, which was then charged with scoring each of the 74 
indicators that, when combined provide a complete assessment of civil society in Northern 
Ireland. The findings from this exercise were used as the basis for a discussion at a national 
workshop of civil society practitioners to identify the strengths and weaknesses in civil society 
in Northern Ireland, and to develop recommendations and strategies for strengthening civil 
society. Throughout the course of the project the CIVICUS CSI team provided training, 
support and technical assistance to NICVA. 
 
As an international comparative project involving more than 50 countries, the CSI is faced with 
the dilemma of creating a standardised methodology that will: (1) provide useful information 
on civil society and (2) increase the commitment of stakeholders to strengthen civil society in a 
wide range of societies and social structures. This is accomplished by allowing country-
specific adaptations to the methodology and data collection, in order to take individual country 
differences into account. However, to make valid and meaningful international comparisons a 
core set of indicators and data must be adhered to. NICVA made some minor changes to the 
methodology to reflect the particular circumstances in Northern Ireland but generally kept to 
the overall project framework. 
 
In some cases, there was no data available specific to Northern Ireland. In these cases 
information gathered on a UK-wide basis was used. However, NICVS was careful to make 
meaningful comparisons with the Northern Ireland data available and to contextualize it, so 
that it could better illuminate the state of civil society specifically in Northern Ireland. Thus, 
information from both the UK and EU was included in the Background Country Report (see 
available directly from NICVA) and used for comparative purposes, when presenting results to 
the NAG and to participants at the stakeholder consultations. Overall, the CSI methodology 
was implemented as recommended by the CIVICUS CSI team, unless it was clear that it was 
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not appropriate or would not be effective in the context of Northern Ireland. This occurred for 
some stages of the research, and will be reported on at the relevant stages of the report. In 
general, however, this report and the project are an accurate reflection and summary of the 
current state of civil society in Northern Ireland, given the available data and level of 
involvement of CSOs. 
 
Northern Ireland’s society has experienced significant and wide-reaching changes over the past 
ten years, due to the ending of more than 30 years of intra-community conflict. The impacts on 
CSOs during this period have been major, as CSOs attempted to redefine their role in the post-
conflict era. These circumstances make this a good time to assess the current state of civil 
society in Northern Ireland, as the country transitions into an environment where militarization, 
terrorist violence and intra-community conflict are no longer normal features of daily life. 
 
Structure of the Publication 
Section I, “Civil Society Index Project and Approach”, provides a short history of the CSI 
project, implementation and conceptual framework and the research methodology employed.  
 
Section II provides a background on civil society in Northern Ireland and the main features of 
society in Northern Ireland. The work carried out by the NAG in defining the conceptual 
definition of ‘civil society’ is also explored and the results of an exercise to map ‘social forces’ 
in Northern Ireland are presented as a useful background, placing the CSI project in the context 
of the wider Northern Irish society.  
 
Section III presents the main results and analysis of civil society, based on the four main 
dimensions of the CSI: Structure, Environment, Values and Impact. The dimensions are broken 
down into individual indicators and a short summary of relevant data is presented to support 
the scores obtained for each indicator and dimension. This section also profiles the results of 
two case studies undertaken into media attitudes towards CSOs, and an analysis of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) in Northern Ireland. 
 
Section IV examines the strengths and weaknesses identified in civil society in Northern 
Ireland, as a result of the project and final discussions with the NAG. These issues will form 
the basis of discussions to be held at a future review meeting of civil society practitioners, 
following the publication of this report. 
 
Section V focuses on recommendations emerging from the CSI research and the input provided 
by those who participated in the various stages of the project. The principal aim of this section 
is to look at practical and concrete actions that might strengthen civil society and its role in 
Northern Ireland society. Finally, the results from the analysis are used to populate the Civil 
Society Diamond for Northern Ireland, which is an illustrative summary of the state of civil 
society that can be compared to the other countries participating in the CSI project.1  
 

                                          
1 The Civil Society Diamond is a visual tool developed by CIVICUS and Helmut Anheier, Director of the Center for Civil Society at the 
University of California, Los Angeles, which presents the overall findings of the CSI study in form of a Diamond-shaped graph. 
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I CIVIL SOCIETY INDEX PROJECT AND APPROACH 
 

1. PROJECT BACKGROUND 
The idea of a Civil Society Index originated in 1997, when the international non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation published the New 
Civic Atlas containing profiles of civil society in 60 countries around the world (CIVICUS 
1997). To improve the comparability and quality of the information contained in the New Civic 
Atlas, CIVICUS decided to embark on the development of a comprehensive assessment tool 
for civil society, the Civil Society Index (Heinrich/Naidoo 2001; Holloway 2001). In 1999, 
Helmut Anheier, the director of the Centre for Civil Society at the London School of 
Economics, played a significant role in the creation of the CSI concept (Anheier 2004). The 
concept was tested in fourteen countries during a pilot phase lasting from 2000 to 2002. Upon 
completion of the pilot phase, the project approach was thoroughly evaluated and refined. In its 
current implementation phase (2003-2005), CIVICUS and its country partners are 
implementing the project in more than fifty countries (see table I.1.1). 
 
TABLE I.1.1: Countries participating in the CSI project 2003-2005 2 

1. Argentina 
2. Armenia 
3. Azerbaijan 
4. Bolivia 
5. Bulgaria 
6. Burkina Faso 
7. Chile  
8. China 
9. Costa Rica 
10. Croatia  
11. Cyprus3 
12. Czech Republic 
13. East Timor 
14. Ecuador 
15. Egypt 
16. Fiji 
17. Gambia 
18. Georgia 

 

19. Germany 
20. Ghana 
21. Greece 
22. Guatemala 
23. Honduras 
24. Hong Kong (VR China) 
25. Indonesia 
26. Italy 
27. Jamaica 
28. Lebanon 
29. Macedonia 
30. Mauritius 
31. Mongolia 
32. Montenegro  
33. Nepal  
34. Nigeria 
35. Northern Ireland 
36. Orissa (India) 

37. Palestine 
38. Poland 
39. Romania 
40. Russia  
41. Scotland 
42. Serbia 
43. Sierra Leone 
44. Slovenia 
45. South Korea 
46. Taiwan 
47. Togo 
48. Turkey 
49. Uganda 
50. Ukraine 
51. Uruguay 
52. Vietnam 
53. Wales 

 
Due to its long-standing participation in and support for CIVICUS activities, and since there 
had been no previous attempt to evaluate the state of civil society in Northern Ireland, NICVA 
decided to become involved in the CSI project. It was also felt that the timing for this project 
was right, as society in Northern Ireland was settling down after the ceasefires of the early 
1990’s, and attempts were being made to reverse the destructive impacts of the more than 30 
                                          
2 This list encompasses independent countries as well as other territories in which the CSI has been conducted as 
of March 2006. 
3 The CSI assessment was carried out in parallel in the northern and southern parts of Cyprus due to the de facto 
division of the island. However, the CSI findings were published in a single report as a symbolic gesture for a 
unified Cyprus.  
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years of conflict. Devolution had also been applied in Northern Ireland. The local Assembly 
had been in operation for approximately two and a half years and had begun to introduce 
innovative elements to bolster and develop civil society, such as the Civic Forum. A wide 
range of legislation and policy was also introduced to strengthen the rights of minorities and 
recognise the important role and contribution by CSOs. Acceptance to participate in the CSI 
project was received from CIVICUS in April 2004, and the NICVA CSI project team attended 
t a week long training course in London, with colleagues from England, Scotland and Wales. 
Due to funding difficulties however, the English team was unable to participate in the project. 
 
2. PROJECT APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY  
The Civil Society Index project has developed a comprehensive methodology to measure the 
multifaceted aspects of the concept of civil society. The methodology was refined through 
pilot-testing and practical application in a range of countries, and uses quite a range of different 
research methods. CIVICUS also uses a broad definition of civil society which states that civil 
society is the arena, between family, government and market, where people voluntarily 
associate to advance common interests. The definition will be examined in greater depth 
later in the report, as it is a key element in directing the project.  
 
The measurements of civil society following from this definition centre around four main 
dimensions: 
 

• the structure of civil society;  
• the external environment in which civil society exists and functions;  
• the values practised and promoted in the civil society arena and 
• the impact of activities pursued by civil society actors.  

 
Each dimension is then broken down into individual indicators against which existing data is 
measured. CIVICUS acknowledges that the given range of indicators, and even the 
methodology itself, may not be completely suitable for every country participating in the 
project. Thus, within certain parameters, they allow each individual country to adapt the 
approach used to suit local needs, so that key indicators are still used to make cross-national 
comparisons. 
 
2.1 Conceptual Framework 
At the core of the CIVICUS CSI project is the concept and definition of civil society. It is 
defined as the arena between the family, state and market where people come together to 
pursue common interests (CIVICUS, 2003). This wide-ranging definition was designed to go 
beyond formal and institutionalised CSOs and take into account less formal coalitions and 
groupings. As such, it demonstrates the fact that the concept was developed to also take into 
account the situation in developing countries of the world as, in the more industrialised nations, 
it tends to be applied more to formal organisations, in particular the voluntary and community 
sector or the continuum of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). As will be discussed later 
in the report, this definition caused some problems in Northern Ireland and other countries, 
because it was difficult to understand, which has led to some resistance in understanding and 
acceptance.  
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A second key factor in the CIVICUS definition of civil society is the fact that it takes into 
account negative manifestations of civil society, such as paramilitaries, and recognises that not 
all CSOs promote positive activities and values. This again has caused some difficulties in 
Northern Ireland, although there is a general acceptance that organizations, such as 
paramilitary organisations, do fulfil all the criteria of a CSO, in that they are voluntary 
associations designed to advance common interests. Thus, the CSI methodology, in an attempt 
to gain a realistic overview of the state of civil society, attempts to measure the extent to which 
CSOs’ support tolerance and democratic values. 
 
How to conceptualise the state of civil society?  
To assess the state of civil society, the CSI examines civil society along four main dimensions: 
 

• The structure of civil society (e.g. number of members, extent of giving and 
volunteering, number and features of umbrella organisations and civil society 
infrastructure, human and financial resources); 

• The external environment in which civil society exists and functions (e.g. legislative, 
political, cultural and economic context, relationship between civil society and the state 
as well as the private sector); 

•  The values practiced and promoted within the civil society arena (e.g. democracy, 
tolerance or protection of the environment) and 

• The impact of activities pursued by civil society actors (e.g. public policy impact, 
empowerment of people, meeting societal needs). 

 
Each of these main dimensions is divided into a set of subdimensions which contain a total of 
74 indicators. These indicators form the basis of the data used to assess the state of civil society 
in Northern Ireland, and the     FIGURE I.1.1: Civil Society Diamond Tool 
information presented in this report. The 
indicator – subdimension - dimension 
framework underpinned the entire process 
of data collection, the assessment of civil 
society in Northern Ireland by the NAG 
and this report as a whole. 
 
To visually present the scores of the four 
main dimensions, the CSI makes use of the 
Civil Society Diamond tool (see figure 
I.1.1 for an example).4 The Civil Society 
diamond graph, with its four extremities, 
visually summarises the strengths and 
weaknesses of civil society. The diagram is the result of the individual indicator scores 
aggregated into subdimension and then dimension scores. As it captures the essence of the state 
of civil society across its key dimensions, the Civil Society Diamond can provide a useful 
starting point for interpretations and discussions about how civil society looks like in a given 

                                          
4 The Civil Society Diamond was developed for CIVICUS by Helmut Anheier (see Anheier 2004). 
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country. Since the Diamond does not aggregate the dimension scores into a single score, it is 
not recommended that it be used to rank countries according to their scores on the four 
dimensions. Such an approach was deemed inappropriate for a civil society assessment, with so 
many multi-faceted dimensions, contributing factors and actors. The Diamond also depicts 
civil society at a certain point in time, and therefore lacks a dynamic perspective. However, the 
creator of the Diamond (Anheier 2004) recommends, that as a summary, it can be used to chart 
the development of civil society over time as well as compare the state of civil societies across 
countries.  
 
2.2 Project Methodology 
In Northern Ireland an attempt was made to use as much of the given methodology as possible, 
although there were concerns about the suitability of some aspects given local conditions. A 
more detailed outline of the various stages and elements of the project methodology is included 
in appendix 1. The research began with a comprehensive review of all existing quantitative and 
qualitative data relevant to each of the dimensions and indicators, which were pulled together 
in a background country report. There was also a review of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) or giving by the top 15 private companies operating in Northern Ireland (see appendix 
3).  
 
This was followed by a population survey based on a representative sample of adults that 
focused on, among others, citizens’ value dispositions, individual giving to charity, activities 
within civil society and attitudes towards and engagement with civil society. The third stage 
involved the review of a range of media sources in Northern Ireland, to assess their coverage of 
civil society issues (see appendix 2). The fourth stage of the research was an attempt to engage 
civil society practitioners, through a series of stakeholder consultations, planned on a regional 
basis in order to include the widest possible response. However the level of response to the 
stakeholder consultations was somewhat underwhelming and therefore an online survey was 
developed in order to elicit a wider response to the role of civil society in Northern Ireland.  
 
Finally, all of the data gathered through these approaches was collated and presented to the 
National Advisory Group (NAG) to score the individual indicators, which led to the creation of 
the Northern Ireland Civil Society Diamond. The Diamond is presented later in the report. The 
project ran from April 2004 until August 2005. At all times, the project team made efforts to 
keep the public and other interested parties up to date on project developments, through news 
items and a special page on the NICVA website (www.nicva.org). The result of the project is 
the first comprehensive and detailed review of data on civil society in Northern Ireland, a 
series of reports on several specific aspects of civil society and this report, which is a 
participatory and expert evaluation of the state of civil society in Northern Ireland at the 
beginning of the 21st century. 
 
 
2.3 Limitations of the report/data 
As with every research undertaking, the Northern Ireland CSI project was subject to 
limitations, principally as a result of lack of data. The concept of civil society is so new in 
Northern Ireland that very little data relating specifically to the indicators, has previously been 
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collected. This was particularly true in relation to the Impact dimension, which focuses 
specifically on qualitative judgments about the effectiveness of CSOs. In some cases, data from 
existing surveys or research are used as proxy measures for various indicators. However, this 
approach is subject to an inherent lack of reliability, and in the long-term, the benefit of this 
approach is that it highlights the areas where there are gaps in the data and where further 
research is required. A more detailed description and discussion of the research and data 
collection methods is included in appendix 1. 
 
Some elements of the methodological approach were not as successful in Northern Ireland, as 
they have been elsewhere. This is particularly true in relation to the stakeholder consultation 
workshops. The reasons for this are explored later in the report. However, the implications of 
this on the research is that there was not a comprehensive feedback process to allow a wide 
range of civil society practitioners to contribute their views on the project, the data collected 
and the final conclusions of the research. It is hoped that the publication and dissemination of 
this country report will initiate a wider response from civil society practitioners and 
organisations that can be incorporated into future work on the state of civil society in Northern 
Ireland. Finally, the research team found it quite difficult to engage with individuals and 
organisations in civil society outside the voluntary and community sector (churches, trade 
unions, media, etc). The research and the resulting report would have benefited from greater 
involvement from these sections of wider society. Again, it must be stated that the concept of 
‘civil society’ is so new to Northern Ireland that it proved difficult, and in some cases 
impossible, to persuade many individuals and organisations that it was worth devoting their 
time and resources to this project. Hopefully, as a result of this report this lack of knowledge 
and acknowledgment will be reduced, so that any future research will benefit from the equal 
participation of all elements of civil society and external stakeholders. 
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II CIVIL SOCIETY IN NORTHERN IRELAND 
 
1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN NORTHERN 
IRELAND  
Describing the history and background of CSOs in Northern Ireland is a somewhat difficult 
task since, legally; the administrative entity did not exist until the Government of Ireland Act of 
1920. Until that date, like the rest of Ireland, it existed as part of the United Kingdom (UK) and 
shared many of the characteristics that defined the development of CSOs in the UK. One of the 
main differentiating features, in Northern Ireland, when compared to the rest of the UK, was 
the greater influence of churches and faith-based organisations in social life. This is also true of 
early efforts of voluntary action and the provision of social care services to those in need. The 
development of CSOs in Northern Ireland was directly influenced by state policies and 
procedures in the UK and, in the early days, the most important of these was the introduction 
of the National Health Service and a wide range of welfare services following WWII. 
 
Northern Ireland Council for Volunteer Action (NICVA), itself, was founded in 1938, 
originally as the Northern Ireland Council for Social Services, which highlights the focus of 
most voluntary and community organisations at that time and for the next 20 to 30 years. 
During the second part of the 1960’s, the Civil Rights movement arrived in Northern Ireland 
and many local community groups emerged, as did the violence that would be a feature for the 
next almost 30 years. The early 1970’s saw the emergence of powerful community action 
groups, such as the Bogside Community Association, and talk of participatory democracy. 
Griffiths (1975) identified 500 community action groups, which he saw as a measure of the 
dislocation of the fabric of society in Northern Ireland, due to the conflict and its 
consequences. The rapid growth of community action in this period was a direct response to 
the urgency of need and a partial breakdown in the statutory provision of health, education and 
housing services (Birrell, 1995). 
 
The 1970’s also saw the emergence of formal government policies towards CSOs, following 
the publication of a government consultation document, entitled The Government and the 
Voluntary Sector (Home Office, 1978).This led directly to the establishment of the first 
independent grant-making trust, the Northern Ireland Voluntary Trust (NIVT), which became 
influential in supporting and developing local CSOs and actions. During the 1980’s several 
reviews and reports extended formal government recognition and support for CSOs. In 1993, 
this led to the publication of a Strategy document (DHSS/HMSO, 1993) outlining a wide-
ranging policy of support and recognition of the contribution of voluntary and community 
groups across all government departments. A key initiative included in the strategy was the 
announcement that a Voluntary Activity Unit would be established within the Department of 
Health and Social Services. The unit would be a clearly identified focal point for civil society 
activity in Northern Ireland. This unit, now renamed the Voluntary and Community Unit, has 
been pivotal in supporting and developing relations between government and civil society. 
 
The 1980’s also saw a major push for community development through the Action for 
Community Employment (ACE) scheme, a programme that counters unemployment. A wide 
range of CSOs were eligible to apply for funding in order to offer jobs working on community 
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benefit projects, to previously unemployed people, for up to one year. This scheme had a large 
impact on the sector, and was copied in the Republic of Ireland. ACE was widely seen as being 
the most significant decision by government towards changing the face of community work 
(McCready, 2001). Aside from having a substantial impact on existing organisations, it led to 
the establishment of new voluntary organisations with substantial involvement by both the 
Catholic Church and many Protestant denominations. This was a large scheme that supported 
more than 10,000 jobs at its peak, and made substantial financial and personnel resources 
available to CSOs. Many of the CSOs in existence today owe their establishment to the ACE 
scheme and many employed in the sector had their first taste of voluntary and community 
development as a result of this programme.  
 
The ’political vetting’ controversy, whereby government departments could withhold funding 
for the ACE scheme if they felt a particular organisation had links with paramilitary groups 
widely impacted the sector and the viability of the scheme. Although it did not result in many 
funding withdrawals, it did temporarily sour relations between government and the civil 
society sector, who felt their independence was being threatened. The scheme was ended in the 
late 1980’s, and funding moved to new work and re-training programmes to support the 
unemployed. 
 
The late 1990’s witnessed the most momentous events in the recent history of Northern 
Ireland, with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement and its endorsement in a referendum in 
May 1998. The following month saw the establishment of the New Northern Ireland Assembly 
and their 11 new departments. Direct Rule by Westminster ended on 2 December 1999, and the 
most important new structure to be established, from a civil society perspective, was the Civic 
Forum which acts as a consultative mechanism on social, economic and cultural matters. 
Representatives from all areas of civil society were selected to sit on the Civic Forum with all 
of the other social partners. An ambitious programme of work was devised, but not without 
opposition from some political representatives. 
 
The voluntary and community sector experienced rapid growth and substantial change during 
this period. Civil society organizations’ campaigning and promotion of civil rights activities 
influenced major developments, such as the setting up of the Human Rights Commission and 
the Equality Commission. This growth was largely due to the increased availability of funding, 
in particular from the European Union (EU) Structural Funds, delivered as two Peace 
Programmes, and from the National Lotteries Charities Board. Reforms within government led 
to the sector playing an increasingly important role in the area of service provision, such as 
community care and social housing. Relationships with government were further formalised in 
October 1998 with the establishment of the Joint Government Voluntary and Community 
Sector Forum, a consultation body. ‘Partners for Change’ was published in 2001, and further 
cemented the relationship between CSOs and government. It also established a three-year 
programme of practical actions to be pursued across all government departments in support of 
the sector.  
 
Over the past ten years the civil society sector in general has become involved in a range of 
partnerships with government to deliver urban and rural social and economic regeneration 
programmes. Within its programmes, and through a range of policy documents and plans, the 
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local Assembly has consistently recognised the valuable role played by CSOs, and has put in 
place detailed plans to support and extend this role. Unfortunately, recent political 
developments have led to the continued suspension of the local Assembly and the re-
imposition of Direct Rule from Westminster. The latest suspension of devolved powers arose 
as a result of an alleged spy ring operating within the Assembly. This has not led to a complete 
halt in developments related to civil society, but research indicates that the sector considers its 
influence on government to have decreased, in the absence of local political control (NICVA, 
2003).  
 
One key recent event was the work of the Taskforce on Resourcing the Voluntary and 
Community Sector, which initiated a wide-ranging review of the long-term support required by 
the sector. This led to the publication of a strategy document, Investing Together (DSD, 2005), 
which has the potential to radically change and improve government support of CSOs. This 
policy document, together with a range of others emanating from the government in the UK, 
covering civil society, regeneration and active communities, will significantly impact CSOs 
and the sector in general. Although not completely dependant on the re-introduction of a local 
Assembly, these policies would have a greater impact and support if its suspension was lifted.  
 
Perhaps the most unique aspect of civil society in Northern Ireland is the fact that it exists at 
all, given the past 30 years of conflict, inter-communal violence and terrorism. Yet, not only 
has it survived, but in many ways it thrived in the midst of conflict: “During the years of civil 
unrest in Northern Ireland, the voluntary and community sector filled the democratic deficit 
and played a significant role in embedding the peace process” (Kearney and Williamson, 
1999). Indeed, during the worst years of the ‘Troubles’ voluntary and community organisations 
were able to deliver services and support to communities, when government agencies were 
incapable or not acceptable to the local community. Several commentators have noted that, 
prior to 1969, Northern Ireland was characterised by a pattern of two parallel systems of 
voluntary social welfare (Protestant and Catholic), with very little contact between them since 
the start of the First World War (Acheson et al, 2004). 
 
Prior to the 1970’s the Catholic community had a history of community activism and looked 
inward for resources and leadership, but was politically fractured with low community morale. 
In contrast, the Protestant community had a weak history of community activism, looked to the 
local political Assembly for resources and leadership, was politically united and had high 
morale. Thus for Catholics, community development had been against the state, while for 
Protestants it was the state. The conflict that began in the late 1960’s brought these divisions 
and inequities to the fore, and this system collapsed into conflict for the following 30 years. 
 
Unfortunately, research by NICVA and others has shown that despite the growth of civil 
society, in particular the voluntary and community sector, the situation on the ground has not 
changed. Effectively there are still two systems in place, one for each main religious 
community: 
 

“There is a growing awareness and concern in Northern Ireland that the cost of 
managing a divided society (providing two sets of things) is an inefficient use of 
public money, does little to promote good relations on a non-segregated basis, 
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and is increasing disenchantment in the rest of the UK, particularly England, 
where there is lower per capita public expenditure.” (Dubnick & Meehan, 
2004) 

 
This is despite the fact that major government and EU resources have been poured into 
improving community relations and trying to reduce the gap between the Catholic and 
Protestant communities. As will be shown later in the report, there are now increasing divisions 
between the two communities, greater residential segregation and a growing sense of 
alienation, particularly from within the Protestant community. Recent research highlighted that 
this twin-track system is evident in the voluntary and community sector (NICVA, 2003). Even 
small villages have Protestant and Catholic community groups, and in many cases community 
facilities. Civil society in Northern Ireland, as everywhere else, mirrors the divisions and 
tensions of the wider society it exists within. 
 
2. THE CONCEPT OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN NORTHERN IRELAND 
Given the difficulties, past and current it would be rather complicated to speak of ‘civil 
society’ as one unifying concept in Northern Ireland. Different understandings of the one 
concept are, of course, common in all societies but it is particularly challenging in a society 
where even the concept of ‘state’ is contested. The research team was aware of the likely 
struggle posed by implementing the CSI project in Northern Ireland, with a civil society 
‘sphere’ that was itself divided and fractured. However, after much thought and debate it was 
decided that in itself it would be a worthwhile endeavour to demonstrate how widespread and 
successful the various element of civil society in Northern Ireland were and are. An obvious 
part of the exercise would be pointing out the duplication of resources, the segregation and the 
underlying absence of good community relations. Some commentators in Northern Ireland 
believe that civil society as a concept might even be a liberating force from the tribalism and 
divisions and could lead to a common language and sense of being part of a sector beyond the 
traditional political-religious definitions. Once this was accepted by NICVA and the NAG, it 
was then necessary to define the civil society concept that would be used as part of the study in 
Northern Ireland. 
 
The Concept of Civil Society Used in this Study  
As mentioned in the previous section, the definition of civil society proposed by CIVICUS, 
and used to guide the implementation of the CSI project, is broad and, in the context of 
Northern Ireland, relatively new and untested. The research team anticipated in the initial stage 
of the project that there would be some difficulties having the definition accepted; particularly 
the inclusion of negative elements and organisations as members of civil society. Although this 
particular point did emerged during the course of the project, apart from paramilitary and 
segregationist groups, there were even greater difficulties accepting two other types of 
organisations as CSOs. These were political parties and associations of trade and business 
professionals.  
 
At the initial discussions with the NAG, and later during the stakeholder consultations, doubts 
were continuously raised about the rationale of including political parties as members of civil 
society, despite the fact that they met the criteria of voluntary associations. Many participants 
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felt quite strongly that political parties were part of the state apparatus and served to promote 
the selfish motives of their members and political representatives. The same impressions were 
expressed about business and trade associations, although the level of resistance was somewhat 
less than that expressed about political parties. In the end, the NAG accepted that both of types 
of associations would be accepted as CSOs, but it was decided that throughout the project, the 
research team would make note of any disagreements about these inclusions and their source.  
 
The CSI project methodology ensured that the NAG spent appropriate time debating the 
validity of the proposed civil society definition and concept, and discussing potential 
modifications, that would make the definition more appropriate or acceptable in the context of 
Northern Ireland. Our colleagues in Scotland took the opportunity to change the definition of 
civil society from the ‘arena’ or ‘space’ where people come together to advance their mutual 
interests, to an action that they follow in order to advance their interests. In Northern Ireland it 
was not felt necessary to substantively change the definition in this way, but it was not 
accepted in an uncritical manner. Members of the NAG felt there was little or no existing 
recognition of the concept in Northern Ireland, and felt that civil society practitioners on the 
ground would have great difficulty accepting or understanding the concept of civil society. 
This is because of the common belief that civil society is located within the voluntary and 
community sector, which is seen as wide range of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
associations. The inclusion of organisations from business, media and political parties would 
also not easily be accepted as part of civil society, since they would be seen to have competing 
priorities and espouse different values to those of the majority of voluntary and community 
organisations. It was also expected that there would be resistance, because of the recent 
adoption, by the UK Labour government of concepts and programmes related to the promotion 
of civic pride and participation. 
 
Despite these and other reservations about using the CIVICUS civil society definition, the 
NAG and research team felt it was necessary to forge ahead and determine just how acceptable 
the definition would be to practitioners in Northern Ireland. If there was a widespread 
resistance and lack of acceptance, this, in itself, would be an interesting project outcome and, if 
deemed desirable, would enable actions and policies to be put in place to promote the concept 
in future. Any potential difficulties could thus frame a targeted series of actions to widen the 
acceptance of the concept of civil society in Northern Ireland. The data collection and the 
participatory research methods of the CSI project, in themselves, would form part of a 
proactive public relations campaign on behalf of the civil society concept. At the very least, 
these actions would result in the initiation of a debate around the concept that could only be 
healthy and result in further development and engagement among civil society practitioners. 
Broadly speaking, throughout this research, the CIVICUS definition of civil society was 
largely accepted by practitioners. However, as is stated throughout this report, the concept 
itself does not currently have a great deal of currency outside of some academic circles in 
Northern Ireland so any acceptance could be attributed to apathy or an attitude of lets wait and 
see.  
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3. MAPPING SOCIAL FORCES IN NORTHERN IRELAND 
An important stage in the CSI methodology was developing a map of the key forces that 
operate in society in Northern Ireland. This exercise was carried out by the members of the 
NAG and facilitated by the research team. The mapping exercise was undertaken through a 
participatory process involving negotiation and discussion between the participants, which 
eventually arrive at a consensus about the key forces in civil society and the factors that have 
the greatest influence. The final product was a map based on a series of interlocking circles of 
influence from four main forces: civil society, state, media and other. The larger the circle the 
greater influence a factor has on society.  
 
The first stage involved listing the main forces that participants felt influenced Northern 
Ireland society, and then scoring each force by determining the level of influence it had on 
society (1 being the most influential social force through to 4 being the least influential). A 
long discussion took place on how each force could be mapped and several attempts were 
made to arrive at various axes that could differentiate the various factors and their influences. 
In the end, it was not possible to reach agreement on this point and the resulting map (see 
appendix 4) at the very least gives the overall relative influence of each force on society in 
Northern Ireland as a whole. Since the discussion generated a large number of forces in 
operation, the research team decided to reduce these to the top three levels of scores in order to 
make the map as clear and concise as possible. For greater clarity the table below (table II.3.1) 
reproduces the forces that are included in the social forces mapping ranked by their score and 
sector. 
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TABLE II.3.1: Social Forces analysis scores and ranking* 
Social forces/actors Influence Sector 
UK government 1 S 
Civil service/public sector 1 S 
Politicians 1 S 
Paramilitaries 1 C 
Sectarianism/segregation 1 C 
Cultural/community events 1 C 
Northern Ireland government 2 S 
Irish government 2 S 
European Union 2 S 
US government 2 S 
Police 2 S 
Education 2 S 
Quangos 2 S 
Planning/land use 2 S 
Culture/heritage 2 C 
Voluntary and Community Sector 2 C 
Churches 2 C 
Business 2 M 
Black market 2 M 
Media 2 M 
Globalisation/consumerism 2 M 
Local government 3 S 
Arts 3 C 
Sport 3 C 
Funders/donors 3 C 
Rural issues 3 C 
Demographic factors 3 O 
Communalism 3 O 
Tourism  3 O 
Civic Forum 4 S 
Trade Unions 4 C 
* S=State; C=Civil Society; M=Market; O=Other 
 
Various institutions within government appear to have the greatest influence on society in 
Northern Ireland, with 13 separate listings in the ranking above. Three of the top-rated social 
forces represent the range of government influences, from the UK government itself, to 
politicians and the civil service or the public sector. A similar number of civil society forces 
also achieve the top score in terms of influence. Paramilitary groups are included here, as they 
fulfil all the criteria of a CSO even though it is recognised that their aims and methods are the 
antithesis of the values espoused by civil society. The members of the NAG were unanimous in 
deciding that the only location for these groups was as members of civil society, albeit a 
negative one. Similarly, sectarianism and segregation were considered to be forces that operate 
quite strongly in Northern Ireland, although the source of these is not located in any one 
community element of society. Cultural or community events represent another, separate, side 
of the sectarianism and segregation coin, as they are activities that focus and often aggravate 
divisions between the two main communities in Northern Ireland. These activities fall directly 
within the arena of civil society, since they are generally organised by various types of 
voluntary associations. 
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The second-highest level of influence in the social forces analysis is dominated by actors from 
the Government sector. These include the local government infrastructure, the Irish and United 
States governments and the EU. This level also includes several elements of the local political 
and administrative infrastructure that have a significant part to play in Northern Ireland and in 
civil society. These elements include the police forces (PSNI), the education system and the 
large number of non-governmental bodies that are appointed rather than elected. Known as 
quangos, these quasi-governmental organisations generally have significant powers and 
finances, and are often criticised for their closed nature and the way in which they operate as a 
government by proxy. The last force from the state, listed at this level of influence, is the 
planning and land use authorities and system. This system is considered to have a real 
influence on society in Northern Ireland in changing the purpose and use of land (green spaces, 
industrial, commercial, residential, etc) and in generally shaping the environment.  
 
Forces operating from within civil society at the second level of influence include the culture 
and heritage of Northern Ireland, the voluntary and community sector and the various 
churches. It is also here that market forces first make an appearance in the analysis. Business 
interests and the media are ranked here, as is the black market (grey economy) of undeclared 
economic activity, which NAG participants felt was a pervasive aspect of Northern Irish 
society. The third level of social forces’ influence is made up of a range of state, CSOs and 
actors. However, three factors also emerged that did not fit with the existing categories, and 
were thus labelled other (O). These other forces included demographic factors that currently 
and could potentially influence the makeup of society in Northern Ireland, as well as the 
impact of tourism. The final factor to emerge was described in the analysis as ‘communalism’ 
and relates to the long-standing and ongoing divisions between the various communities in the 
country. 
 
Due to time constraints it was not possible for members of the NAG to fully complete this 
exercise and so it must be considered a draft social forces analysis and mapping of civil society 
in Northern Ireland. The number of forces generated by the exercise is quite large, but reflects 
the unique position of Northern Ireland and range of key actors involved in attempting to 
resolve the conflict and ongoing political stalemate. There is also the issue of community 
division which underlies much of this analysis, since the two main communities, Protestant and 
Catholic, have differing views about who or what is the main actor in terms of their own 
community. Thus, while Nationalists see the Police and the Army as key influences on their 
community, the same cannot be said of the Protestant community.  
 
Of courses there are areas of agreement and commonality in identifying the principal social 
forces and actors in Northern Ireland. However, it was anticipated that this exercise would 
prove difficult to complete, given the complicated and confusing circumstances in Northern 
Ireland. What emerged is a useful first attempt and a valuable insight into the many forces that 
have a part to play in shaping and influencing civil society in Northern Ireland. It is also an 
instructive exercise in attempting to reach agreement on issues where there is ongoing 
community division and polarisation that obviously impacts on and reflects CSOs as much as it 
does the general public. 
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III ANALYSIS OF CIVIL SOCIETY  
 
This section of the report contains the majority of the information and data collected during the 
course of the project. The analysis is structured along the individual indicators, subdimensions 
and dimensions. As was stated earlier, for some of the indicators there was no primary or 
secondary data available for Northern Ireland. In these cases the expert judgements of the 
members of the NAG were used to arrive at scores. In some cases the decision on a particular 
indicator score was supplemented with proxy data that provided some insight into the 
particular issue or situation. The section is divided along the four dimensions: Structure, 
Environment, Values and Impact, which make up the CSI Diamond. At the beginning of 
each part, a graph provides the scores for the subdimensions on a scale from 0 to 3. Findings 
for each subdimension are then examined in detail.  
 
1. STRUCTURE 
This section describes and analyses the overall size, strength and vibrancy of civil society in 
human, organizational, and economic terms. The score for the Structure dimension is 1.7, 
indicating a medium-sized civil society. The graph below presents the scores for the six 
subdimensions within the Structure dimension: extent of citizen participation; depth of citizen 
participation; diversity of civil society participants; level of organization; inter-relations and 
civil society resources.  
 

FIGURE III.1.1: Subdimension scores for Structure dimension  
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1.1 The Extent of Citizen Participation in Civil Society 
This subdimension explores the extent of various forms of citizen participation in Northern 
Ireland’s civil society. Table III.1.1 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
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TABLE III.1.1: Indicators assessing the extent of citizen participation 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.1.1 Non-partisan political action 1 
1.1.2 Charitable giving 2 
1.1.3 CSO membership 1 
1.1.4 Volunteer work  1 
1.1.5 Community action 1 
 
1.1.1 Non-partisan political action. Despite the common television images of demonstrations 
in Northern Ireland, the available data indicates that political action is not as frequent as it once 
was. Data from 2002 and 1999 (ESS, 1999; 2002) show that, in the previous 12 months, only 
6% of the population have taken part in a lawful public demonstration, and 9% have joined an 
official strike. Actions requiring less commitment from the individual, such as signing a 
petition (20%) or buying a product for political, ethical or environmental reasons (12%), are 
more frequent. Overall, however, if the results for all forms of non-partisan political action are 
taken together only 8.8% of the population in Northern Ireland have become involved in some 
sort of activity.  
 
1.1.2 Charitable giving. The general public in Northern Ireland have always been noted for 
their generosity, in terms of donations to charities. Data from a NICVA survey in 2004 
(NICVA, 2005) found this to still be the case, with 93.8% of all individuals making a donation 
in the previous month. This figure is higher in Northern Ireland than in the rest of the UK. 
Donations in Northern Ireland are characterised by a ‘small change culture’ where small 
amounts are given regularly to collectors on the street or through door-to-door collections. 
However, planned giving methods are not widely supported, and the reclamation of tax from 
donations is not as widespread as it could be, which results in a loss to charities and CSOs. 
 
1.1.3 CSO membership. There is not much data available on membership of CSO 
organisations, despite the amount of information collected, particularly in relation to the 
voluntary and community sector. Taking only active membership of a civil organisation, the 
following statistics are taken from 2003 European Social Survey. Thirty-nine percent of 
individuals were not a member of any CSO, and 25% are a member of only one civil society 
organisation (the remaining 36% are a member of more than one CSO).  
 
Looking back to the 1999 European Social Survey (ESS), the Northern Ireland figures for 
individuals being members of civil society organisations they are generally comparable with 
the rest of UK with two major exceptions. Membership of religious/church organisations and 
sports/recreation groups is much higher in Northern Ireland than in the UK. Trade union 
involvement is much lower in Northern Ireland, compared to the UK, and are significantly 
lower when examining figures for all of Europe. 
  
1.1.4 Volunteer work. Extensive research has been carried out in Northern Ireland on 
volunteering levels, and data is available that covers the past 15 years. The most recent data 
(Volunteer Development Agency, 2003) shows that 35% of the population, over the age of 16, 
formally volunteer at least once a year, with the figure increasing to 60% when informal 
volunteering is taken into account. Despite these high percentages, and taking into account the 
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difficulties of categorising volunteering and comparing different data sources, the overall 
results show that approximately 30-50% of the population regularly volunteer at least once a 
year. Volunteers are most likely to be female, white, aged 35-49, in full-time employment, 
middle class, do not have a disability and are without young children. Volunteering for 
religious or church organisations and social clubs are the most popular volunteering 
opportunities. 
 
1.1.5 Community action. There was no data available for this indicator for Northern Ireland. To 
arrive at a score proxy data, relating to the desire to help improve the conditions of others was 
used. The ESS 1999 survey showed that the percentage of people in Northern Ireland prepared 
to help improve the conditions of a range of people in difficulty was 52.4%. This is higher than 
the comparable figures from both the UK (41.4%) and the EU average (49.5%). A second 
proxy measure for this indicator was the finding that 47% of the population believed it to be 
very important to help people in Northern Ireland that are worse off than themselves (NICVA, 
2005). Although not as good as a direct measure of collective community action, this data hints 
at a relatively strong desire by people in Northern Ireland to become involved in activities to 
help and support those members of society in need. 
 
1.2 Depth of Citizen Participation in Civil Society  
This subdimension looks at the depth of various forms of citizen participation in civil society in 
Northern Ireland. Table III.1.2 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.1.2: Indicators assessing depth of citizen participation 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.2.1 Charitable Giving 0 
1.2.2 Volunteering 3 
1.2.3 CSO membership  2 
 
1.2.1 Charitable giving. As stated in the previous section, the number of individuals donating 
to charity in Northern Ireland is moderately high. However, the overall percentage of income 
donated is not as high. The average gross income for 2002-2003 was £448 with a monthly 
equivalent to £1,792. This equates to a rough estimate of 0.7% of gross income donated to 
charity on average per year by individuals in Northern Ireland. 
 
1.2.2 Volunteering. Research from 2001 (Volunteer Development Agency, 2001), indicates 
that 56% of formal and informal volunteers took part in a volunteer activity at least once a 
month. This study also estimated that, 15 hours per month was the average for formal 
volunteering, with eight hours per month being provided by informal volunteers. This equates 
to approximately 3.75 hours per week for formal and 2 hours per week for informal volunteers. 
 
1.2.3 CSO membership. This indicator refers to the percentage of CSO members that belong to 
more than one CSO. Research conducted by the Volunteer Development Agency (VDA, 2003) 
shows that 50% of members of civil society management committees are members of at least 
one other CSO. Data from the 2003 ESS survey also shows that 60.8% of the respondents to 
this survey report being a member of at least one CSO. Of those individuals, who claim to be a 
member of a CSO, 53% are members of more than one CSO.  
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1.3 Diversity of Civil Society Participants  
This subdimension examines the diversity of the civil society arena and its inclusion of various 
social groups. It analyses whether all social groups participate equitably in civil society or 
whether there are any groups which are dominant or excluded. Table III.1.3 summarizes the 
respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.1.3: Indicators assessing diversity of civil society participants 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.3.1 Representation of social groups among CSO members 2 
1.3.2 Representation of social groups among CSO leadership 2 
1.3.3 Distribution of CSOs around the country 2 
 
1.3.1 Representation of social groups among CSO members. Again, there is a lack of local 
information for this indicator on the participation of all significant social groupings in CSOs. 
The data that is available indicates that over 52% of those claiming to suffer from a disability 
were a member of at least one CSO. Just over 64% of participants in the ESS survey (2003) 
stated that they were members of at least one CSO. Finally, of those individuals surveyed, who 
believed they were a member of a discriminated group, over 63% were members of a CSO. 
Overall, the data for this indicator is not comprehensive enough to make a definitive statement 
on the score for this indicator. However, the information available is sufficient to make a fairly 
robust judgement about the diversity of participation in CSOs, but it is clear that this is an area 
that requires further research. 
 
1.3.2 Representation of social groups among CSO leadership. There is some data available to 
make a judgement about this indicator, as a result of a survey of participation in voluntary 
management committees (Volunteer Development Agency, 2003) and data obtained by 
NICVA. Over half of all voluntary management committee members are female, a higher rate 
than both England and Wales. However, despite the fact that 72% of the paid workforce of the 
voluntary and community sector is female only one out of every three chief executive posts is 
held by a female. In relation to the demographic makeup of committees the research found that 
two-thirds are aged 45 and over so that there is an under-representation of people aged 25 and 
under. 
 
The vast majority of people serving on voluntary management committees (99.1%) are white. 
The number of disabled people serving on these committees is higher in Northern Ireland (7%) 
than in the UK (5%), but unfortunately there is no data available for the other significant social 
groups. This is an area that has yet to be fully explored and there are calls for CSOs to comply 
with all the elements of Section 75 equality legislation, in terms of the make up of committees 
and volunteers. It is unclear if this statutory obligation will become enshrined in the legislation, 
but the impact on CSOs will be profound. Therefore further research is required to assess the 
representation of social groups in civil society.  
 
1.3.3 Distribution of CSOs around the country. The distribution of voluntary and community 
organisations in Northern Ireland is, like most other countries, skewed towards the larger urban 
areas. Over 30% of organisations are based in the two largest areas of Belfast and Derry. 
However, many of these are the head offices of organisations with a Northern Ireland-wide 
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representation. The distribution of these organisations, although skewed geographically, shows 
that over 50% still work in the areas of greatest social need, as specified by indicators of 
deprivation. Northern Ireland is one of the most deprived areas in the UK and it is perhaps 
unsurprising that the majority of CSOs are based in the areas of greatest social need. Despite 
the fact that the distribution is skewed towards these areas it can be argued that they are 
operating in the most appropriate areas and therefore the distribution of organisations is based 
on a true reflection of this social need.  
 
1.4 Level of Organisation  
This subdimension looks at the extent of infrastructure and internal organisation within civil 
society in Northern Ireland. Table III.1.4 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.1.4: Indicators assessing level of organisation 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.4.1 Existence of umbrella bodies 1 
1.4.2 Effectiveness of umbrella bodies 2 
1.4.3 Self-regulation within civil society 2 
1.4.4 Support infrastructure 2 
1.4.5 International linkages 1 
 
1.4.1 Existence of umbrella bodies. Data from 2004 (DSD, 2004) indicates that there are 77 
generic infrastructure organisations and 123 sectoral infrastructure organisations within 
Northern Ireland. An infrastructure organisation usually refers to an umbrella or network 
organisation that provides resources and support to a wide range of other civil society groups. 
Although this data indicates a representative spread of umbrella organisations, there is no 
information available specifically on the percentage of CSOs that are members of such bodies. 
In Northern Ireland membership of such organisations is often difficult to collate, as 
organisations are under no obligation to divulge the details of their members, and a lot of 
umbrella and network bodies exist with an informal membership. This does not take away from 
their effectiveness or the value of the services that they provide. Steps are currently being 
undertaken within government to assess the level and effectiveness of infrastructure 
organisations. The general opinion is that the number of umbrella organisations has not been 
driven by any strategic plan, therefore the level of support and types of organisations currently 
involved in this area will be reviewed in the near future.  
 
1.4.2 Effectiveness of umbrella bodies. The research (NICVA, 2002) indicates that over two-
thirds of organisations surveyed in the voluntary sector, agree with the statement “membership 
of regional networks will improve the effectiveness of voluntary and community 
organisations.” NICVA, as the largest civil society umbrella organisation in Northern Ireland, 
surveyed its members in 2004 and found that 78% of respondents believe that it provides 
effective leadership for the voluntary and community sector. These views, although referring to 
one of the many umbrella organisations, represent feedback from one-fifth of the voluntary and 
community sector. The absence of extensive primary data for this indicator makes it difficult to 
rate this indicator, but anecdotal evidence, and the views of the NAG, show a moderately high 
level of confidence in the effectiveness of umbrella bodies in Northern Ireland. However, the 
results of State of the Sector III (NICVA, 2002) indicate that voluntary and community 
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organisations generally support the effectiveness of network organisations. Nearly half of the 
organisations surveyed (49%) agreed with the statement that “There will be more voluntary 
and community sector regional networks.” Over two-thirds (63.6%) agreed with the statement 
that “membership of regional networks will improve the effectiveness of voluntary and 
community organisations.” However taking the early data from State of the Sector IV it shows 
that only 50% of respondents believe that “membership of regional networks will improve the 
effectiveness of voluntary and community organisations.”  
 
1.4.3 Self-regulation within civil society. Without a defined regulatory system in Northern 
Ireland, there is no pressure placed on or incentive for voluntary organisations to self-regulate, 
aside from the legal requirements laid down by the Inland Revenue and individual funding 
agencies. A Compact exists between government and the voluntary and community sector, but 
this is a quasi-legal document lacking legislative or regulatory powers. The only data available 
regarding this indicator is attitudinal responses to a survey of voluntary and community 
organisations (NICVA, 2002). Over 39% of these organisations believed that, “the voluntary 
and community sector, as a whole, is well regulated,” (23.6% disagreed with this statement) 
which indicates that there is some uneasiness about the level of regulation within the sector. 
 
There are signs that the situation is about to change, as a result of a review of Charity Law in 
Northern Ireland and the UK. It is likely that a Charity Commission-type regulatory body will 
be formed in Northern Ireland, as the current system is viewed by many, including the public, 
to be unsatisfactory. Other surveys have shown that most CSOs would welcome the 
establishment of such a regulatory body and think that it will increase their accountability and 
transparency. 
 
1.4.4 Support infrastructure. There is no data available for Northern Ireland on this indicator 
and attempting to infer that certain organisations have a role as a civil society support 
organisation would be very contentious. Many of the existing organisations, that see 
themselves as having ‘watchdog’ role on the activities of government (e.g., Committee on the 
Administration of Justice), would not necessarily agree that they are a CSO per se. Many of 
these watchdog organisations are often established by Government as supposedly independent, 
but their membership is largely decided by Government and their independence would be 
questioned by many in civil society.  
 
However, there are many support and infrastructure organisations in the voluntary and 
community sector that obviously fulfil all the criteria of a CSO. Recent research lists 200 such 
organisations, which is quite a substantial infrastructure, but there is no evidence available on 
their level of effectiveness. Attitudinal and anecdotal evidence shows that most CSOs are quite 
happy with the performance of these infrastructure organisations. However, the ongoing 
proviso in interpreting this research, is that none of these bodies necessarily sees itself as being 
a CSO, or even part of ‘civil society’, so it should be interpreted with caution. In the most 
simple of terms no one organisation in Northern Ireland can claim to represent all of civil 
society. Organisations such as NICVA represent the voluntary and community sector and the 
Irish Congress of Trade Unions is the representative organisations for trade unions. However, 
no organisation represents all the component parts of civil society and for that reason alone it 
makes it difficult to discuss a civil society support infrastructure.  
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1.4.5 International linkages. NICVA research shows that just over 15% of all organisations in 
the voluntary and community sector are local offices or groups based either in the UK, the 
Republic of Ireland or internationally. The London School of Economics (LSE) Global Civil 
Society indicators project considers meetings (conferences) to be an important vehicle for the 
constitution of civil society, as is participation in international non-governmental organisations 
(INGOs). In this regard, the UK is well represented but, unfortunately, there is no such data 
available for Northern Ireland. Given the image and security problems that Northern Ireland 
has faced over the past 30 years, it is unlikely that the score for this indicator would be very 
high. The same problems have also presumably prevented many INGOs from establishing 
branches or local offices in Northern Ireland. More recently, larger network organisations have 
established practical links with counterparts in Eastern Europe and the new post-Soviet 
Republics for resource and expertise sharing. European Union funding programmes have also 
enabled many organisations from Northern Ireland to create links with colleagues in the other 
EU Member states. There are also long-standing links between CSOs in Northern Ireland and 
groups in various parts of the United States, established through peace and reconciliation 
building programmes. 
 
1.5 Inter-Relations within Civil Society  
This subdimension analyses the relations among civil society actors in Northern Ireland. Table 
III.1.5 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.1.5: Indicators assessing inter-relations within civil society 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.5.1 Communication between CSOs 2 
1.5.2 Cooperation between CSOs 2 
 
1.5.1 Communication between CSOs. Currently there are a range of groups and networks in 
existence that promote sharing of information and joint work among CSOs. There are also 
several examples of formal linkages between government and CSOs. Concordia and Common 
Purpose are two primary examples of organisations with a remit to promote and develop links 
between CSOs. The former is a good example of an effective cross-sectoral alliance that meets 
on a regular basis to discuss areas of common concern among the main social partners. Their 
stated purpose is to: “Improve social and economic conditions in Northern Ireland through 
developing a collaborative approach between the social partners.” Concordia is composed of 
key economic and social sectors in Northern Ireland, including: employers, trade unions, the 
farming sector and the voluntary and community sectors. Common Purpose is a UK-wide 
organisation, aimed at bringing leaders together from each sector of society for information-
sharing and joint learning. They also have a training programme on civil society, and there is a 
healthy branch of the organization in Northern Ireland. 
 
1.5.2 Cooperation between CSOs. As stated in the response to the last indicator there are 
several examples of effective alliances between the different sectors of civil society. There are 
also several occasions when civil society actors have cooperated well on issues related to 
peace, reconciliation and attacks on health care, social care and community workers. A recent 
case concerned the One Small Step Campaign, a coalition of CSOs working together to 
improve community relations, which ran a high-profile education, promotion and media 
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campaign. These tend to be isolated campaigns, whereby a range of CSOs come together to 
campaign on an issue of common concern and do not, generally, lead to long-term cooperation 
or campaigns. In some ways, this may be why they tend to achieve a certain amount of success. 
 
1.6 Civil Society Resources  
This subdimension examines the range of resources available to CSOs in Northern Ireland. 
Table III.1.6 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.1.6: Indicators assessing civil society resources 
Ref. Indicators Score 
1.6.1 Financial resources 2 
1.6.2 Human resources 3 
1.6.3 Technical and infrastructural resources 2 

 
1.6.1 Financial resources. The information available for this indicator refers only to voluntary 
and community organisations. However, it is a good indication of the situation for all CSOs in 
Northern Ireland. The gross income for the voluntary and community sector for the financial 
year 2000/01 was £657.1 million. In the same year, total assets for the sector were £750.3 
million, with liabilities of just over £207 million. Total current expenditure for the same period 
was £640 million. Overall, there are substantial financial resources available to CSOs in 
Northern Ireland. Despite this, there are constant criticisms about the lack of longer-term 
support for CSOs particularly in relation to government funding (NICVA, 2002). In 
recognition of this a Task Force on the Resourcing of the Voluntary and Community Sector 
was recently established by government to explore long term funding arrangements and 
recommendations have been made to improve the situation. These recommendations are still 
awaiting implementation, but have the potential to significantly improve the long term 
financial status of many CSOs.  
 
1.6.2 Human resources. Again, the data for this indicator refers to the voluntary and 
community sector. The paid workforce among voluntary and community organisations in 
Northern Ireland numbered 29,168 in 2001. This means that the sector employs more people 
than agriculture, the transport sector and local government. Furthermore, there are over 72,000 
formal volunteers actively engaged in the voluntary and community sector. 
 
A 2004 report (Task Force, 2004), on skills shortages in the voluntary and community sector, 
found that one in four organisations had difficulty recruiting staff for their organisation. The 
main reason cited for this difficulty was the insufficient number of applicants for posts. 
However, despite these difficulties the majority of organisations believed that the voluntary 
and community sector and, by extension, CSOs was an attractive location for employees.  
 
1.6.3 Technical and infrastructural resources. NICVA has undertaken the first survey looking 
at the Information Communications Technology infrastructure in the voluntary and community 
sector in Northern Ireland (NICVA, SOSIV, forthcoming). The survey found that over two-
thirds of organisations have desktop computers in their workplace. The vast majority (91%) 
had an internet connection, with over 50% having access to a fast broadband connection. 
However, small organisations (those with an annual income of less than £10,000) were most 
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likely to have no access to the internet through work. Similarly, the majority of organisations 
with an income of less than £1,000 stated that they had difficulty keeping up with 
technological advances. The majority of larger organisations did not appear to have any 
difficulties keeping up to date with advances in technology and communications. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The analysis of the structure dimension indicates that various elements of civil society’s 
structure in Northern Ireland are well established, but there are several specific areas where 
more progress or development is required. The indicator receiving the highest score for this 
dimension was the amount of time donated by individuals to volunteer activity. The summary 
data indicates that the average individual donates more than eight hours per month to their 
voluntary activity. Unfortunately, the proportion of those volunteering on a regular basis does 
not receive the same high score. The results indicate that volunteering is also concentrated in a 
narrow range of activities, with involvement in religious or church organisations benefiting the 
most from this support. 
 
The indicator with the next highest score under the structure dimension was the proportion of 
the population that gave to charity on a regular basis. Northern Ireland considers itself to be 
quite generous, particularly in relation to severe famine or crises in under-developed countries. 
Surprisingly however, this was not allied to a very high level of giving in financial terms. The 
data indicate that levels of giving in Northern Ireland are higher than in other parts of the UK, 
but the overall analysis leads to the conclusion that, taking into account the general standard of 
living, charitable giving could be higher. 
 
The general structure and functioning of CSOs also emerged as a strong point in the analysis. 
The financial and human resources available to CSOs are considered to be adequate to carry 
out their main activities and the regional distribution of these organisations is also seen to be 
appropriate to meeting the needs of all sections of society. There are some complaints that 
CSOs are concentrated in the larger urban areas, but this is balanced by the fact that many of 
these are central offices of groups with many regional bases. The existing CSO umbrella 
bodies are considered to be quite effective in their activities, but there are indications that there 
are an insufficient number of these in place. 
 
One area that is identified as a weakness in civil society in Northern Ireland is collective 
community and political actions. Both of these indicators received relatively low scores in the 
analysis of the structure dimension. It is likely that the ongoing conflict over the past 30 years 
has prevented the emergence of collective community action, since there has not been any 
sense of ‘one’ community. Such actions are usually expressed by one or the other community, 
and have often been used as rallying calls and expressions of defiance. The ongoing disputes 
over parades are symptomatic of this type of inter-community protest and expression. More 
recently some cross-community expressions of support for campaigns against the Iraq war and 
against sectarian attacks on public services workers have taken place and may indicate a slight 
improvement in this area. 
 
Another identified area of weakness, in the structure of civil society in Northern Ireland, deals 
with the membership of CSOs. Very limited data were available to map this indicator, either 
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from primary or secondary sources, so there is a need in the future to see if this can be 
improved. However, the consensus of the analysis was that, apart from church or religious 
organisations, actual membership of CSOs was quite low in comparison to other European 
countries. The analysis also highlighted the somewhat parochial nature of civil society in 
Northern Ireland, with a lack of international linkages. There are a number of international 
organisations with a presence in Northern Ireland, but this indicator focuses more on 
attendance at international conferences and membership of groups with a world-wide focus. 
Finally, there was a clear need for improvement in the self-regulation of CSOs. As will be 
discussed later in this report, this is mirrored by a demand for greater statutory regulation of 
CSOs. Legal regulation is generally recognised as a necessary and beneficial step. Self-
regulation, however, has yet to emerge as an issue for civil society and, given the diversity of 
organisations and their often conflicting interests, there would clearly be difficulties 
implementing such an arrangement. 
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2. ENVIRONMENT 
This section describes and analyses the overall political, social, economic, cultural and legal 
environment in which civil society exists and functions. The score for the Environment 
Dimension is 2.4, indicating that the environment for civil society in Northern Ireland is 
supportive. Figure III.2.1 presents the scores for the seven subdimensions within the 
Environment dimension. The main area where there is poor support is in relation to the private 
sector and corporate social responsibility.  
 
FIGURE III.2.1: Subdimension scores for Environment dimension  
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2.1 Political context 
This subdimension examines the political situation in the Northern Ireland and its impact on 
civil society. Table III.2.1 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.1: Indicators assessing political context 
Ref. Indicators Score 
2.1.1 Political Rights 3 
2.1.2 Political competition 2 
2.1.3 Rule of law 2 
2.1.4 Corruption 3 
2.1.5 State effectiveness 2 
 
2.1.1 Political rights. There is no data on this indicator specific for Northern Ireland. The UK 
is considered to be a ‘Free’ country, according to the 2005 Freedom in the World report. 
Northern Ireland, as part of the UK, would thus be considered ‘Free’ as well. Concerns have 
been expressed recently about the impact of proposed anti-terrorist legislation and how this 
might affect the political rights of citizens, but they have not yet been implemented. However, 
as it stands Northern Ireland citizens can freely elect their representatives, organise themselves 
into political parties and have full freedom of assembly, association and petition. 
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2.1.2 Political competition. Due to the ongoing failure of the Northern Ireland local assembly, 
and the consequent imposition of direct rule from Westminster, Northern Ireland is considered 
to be less developed politically than other regions of the UK. This is supported by the fact that 
some of the main local political parties have not fully signed up to exclusively democratic 
means of achieving their political ambitions. As it currently stands, the local political assembly 
will not be reinstated until the Irish Republican Army (IRA) has completely decommissioned 
all of its weapons. Following this, a power sharing agreement must be reached between the 
main local parties, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Sinn Fein; however, there are no 
signs that this will be an easy task to accomplish. 
 
The impact of this political failure on civil society is difficult to determine. Survey evidence 
from when the Assembly was first suspended, painted a depressing picture. Of the 275 
responses to the survey from civil society groups (NICVA, Viewfinder, 2001), over two-thirds 
of organisations believed that the suspension of devolution has had a negative effect on the 
voluntary and community sector. Even more telling was that almost three quarters of 
respondents (of which 31% agreed strongly with this statement) believed that since the re-
introduction of direct rule there has been a lack of political drive to further initiatives within 
the voluntary and community sector. Despite recent set backs in the local political environment 
Westminster elections continue to be held as well as local government elections. Therefore the 
level of political competition remains high despite the setbacks that the local Assembly has 
faced.  
 
2.1.3 Rule of law. The population of Northern Ireland has recorded a higher level of confidence 
in Parliament, the police and the civil service than the rest of the UK; however, it was lower for 
the armed forces and the Justice System. This may be a result of the fact that the rule of law in 
Northern Ireland has been violated on several occasions by both citizens and the State.  
 
The population of Northern Ireland was much less satisfied with the way democracy is 
developing, compared to the population of the UK and the EU average (ESS, 1999). The 
average score recorded in Northern Ireland for satisfaction with the way the country is being 
governed is higher than in the UK; however it must be remembered, that this data was 
collected before the suspension of the Local Assembly and the current political stalemate. This 
is reflected in data collected in 2001, where not even a third of the population agreed with the 
statement ‘Government reflects the wishes of the people’. In contrast to this statement over 
two-thirds of the Northern Ireland population felt that ‘Ordinary people don’t have a chance to 
influence what Government does’. 
 
2.1.4 Corruption. There is no Northern Ireland data focused specifically on the public sector, 
although 2003 ESS data shows some results on general corruption in society. These show that 
less than 20% of the population believes that corruption is endemic, but over half feel that 
inequality continues to exist. Half of the population of Northern Ireland feels that their 
compatriots would pay cash to avoid taxes, although this is much lower when compared to the 
UK and EU averages. Overall, the UK ranks quite high in the Corruption Perceptions Index 
(CPI), although the scores for bribery or corruption and transparency of government are 
relatively low compared to other European democracies. 
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2.1.5 State effectiveness. There is no data available for this indicator for Northern Ireland. Due 
to the absence of a local political assembly and the lack of support for the UK government 
from large sections of the population it was determined that the score on this indicator would 
be less than that recorded for the rest of the UK. The score recorded for this indicator, based on 
the judgment of NAG members, was 2 indicating that the state bureaucracy is functional, but 
seen as incompetent and non-responsive to some degree. 
 
2.2 Basic Rights and Freedoms  
This subdimension examines to what extent basic freedoms are ensured by law and in practice in 
Northern Ireland. Table III.2.2 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.2: Indicators assessing basic rights and freedoms 
Ref. Indicators Score 
2.2.1 Civil liberties 2 
2.2.2 Information rights 2 
2.2.3 Press Freedom 3 
 
 
2.2.1 Civil liberties. Northern Ireland is listed as only ‘Partly Free’ on the Freedom House Map 
of the world (2000). The UK government has been cited by the US State Department and EU 
courts as having violated human rights on several occasions, but most of these violations relate 
to the conflict in Northern Ireland. In general, however, despite these exceptions, residents of 
Northern Ireland have the same range of basic civil liberties as everyone in the UK, and these 
rights are enshrined in law and in practice. 
 
The main pieces of equality legislation in Northern Ireland include: 
 

• Equal Pay Act (Northern Ireland) 1970 (amended 1984)  
• Sex Discrimination (Northern Ireland) Order 1976 (amended 1988)  
• Race Relations (Northern Ireland) Order 1997  
• Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 1998  
• Disability Discrimination Act 1995  
• Equality (Disability, etc.) (Northern Ireland) Order 2000  
• Northern Ireland Act 1998  

 
A range of Codes of Practice have been developed covering many key areas. European 
Directives, wider European Community legislation and international obligations also affect 
people's equal rights. 
 
2.2.2 Information rights. There is a wide range of legislation in place to ensure access to 
information. The Freedom of Information Act of 2000 is intended to promote a culture of 
openness and accountability among public sector bodies, by providing people with rights of 
access to the information. It is expected that these rights will facilitate better public 
understanding of how public authorities carry out their duties, why they make the decisions 
they make and how they spend public money. 
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The Freedom of Information Act, along with the Data Protection Act of 1998 and the 
forthcoming Environmental Information Regulations are the principle mechanisms for access 
to information held by English, Welsh and Northern Irish public bodies. 
 
2.2.3 Press freedom. Freedom of the Press in Northern Ireland is fully ensured by law and in 
practice. There are no violations of the freedom of the press. Freedom House lists both the UK 
and Northern Ireland as ‘Free’ on their 2000 map of press freedom.  
 
2.3 Socio-Economic Context 
This subdimension analyses the socio-economic situation in the Northern Ireland. Table III.2.3 
shows the respective indicator score. 
 
TABLE III.2.3: Indicator assessing socio-economic context 
Ref. Indicators Score 
2.3.1 Socio-economic context 3 
 
 
The concept of ‘socio-economic context’ amalgamates eight indicators which represent the 
different means through which the socio-economic context can potentially impact civil society: 
1) Poverty; 2). Civil war; 3) Severe ethnic or religious conflict; 4) Severe economic crisis; 5) 
Severe social crisis; 6) Serious socio-economic inequities; 7) Illiteracy and 8) Lack of IT 
infrastructure.  
 
For each indicator a specific benchmark was defined, which indicates whether the respective 
indicator presents a socio-economic barrier to civil society. The benchmarks and data for these 
eight indicators for Northern Ireland are presented below:  
 

1. Widespread poverty - do less than 40% of the Northern Ireland population live on less 
than 2 US$ a day? No, poverty in Northern Ireland is higher than in the rest of the UK, 
but it is nowhere near this rate.  

2. Civil war - did the country experience any armed conflict during the last five years? 
No, using the definition provided by CIVICUS armed conflict has not taken place here 
in the past five years. There is however, ongoing inter-communal tension and 
occasional violence. 

3. Severe ethnic or religious conflict? No. Inter-communal violence exists, but it is not 
severe by the accepted definitions. 

4. Severe economic crisis – is the external debt more than the GDP? No.  
5. Severe social crisis? No. 
6. Severe socio-economic inequities, i.e. is the Gini-coefficient > 0.4? No. The Gini 

coefficient for Northern Ireland calculated in 2000/01 was 0.39 
7. Pervasive illiteracy - are more than 40% of the adult population illiterate? No. 
8. Lack of IT infrastructure – are there less than 5 IT hosts per 10.000 inhabitants? No, 

there is a well developed IT infrastructure in Northern Ireland. 
 
The responses to all these indicators show that Northern Ireland has a socio-economic 
environment that is very conducive to civil society. 
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2.4 Socio-Cultural Context 
This subdimension examines to what extent socio-cultural norms and attitudes are conducive 
or detrimental to civil society. Table III.2.4 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.4: Indicators assessing socio-cultural context 
Ref. Indicators Score 
2.4.1 Trust 2 
2.4.2 Tolerance 2 
2.4.3 Public spiritedness 2 
 
2.4.1 Trust. ESS data from 1999 shows that 39.5% of the Northern Irish population thinks that 
most people can be trusted. This is higher than either the UK or EU averages. However, these 
high figures disguise a society where there are high levels of mistrust between the two main 
communities, Protestants and Catholics. Survey evidence (NILT, 2001) shows that 64% of the 
population agree with the statement, “If you are not careful people will take advantage of you”.  
 
Since the Good Friday peace agreement of 1998, it appears that there is growing division 
between the two communities, with Protestants in particular feeling excluded from the political 
process.  
 

“The indicators reported here suggest a marked deterioration in community 
relations and a distinct retreat towards single-identity environments among 
both communities since 1996. Moreover the survey evidence also indicates that, 
since 1996, the Catholic and Protestant communities have developed notably 
different attitudes on a range of issues. In general, Catholics seem more 
amenable to efforts to promote cross-community contact as demonstrated by 
their greater willingness to integrate. The general optimism inherent in Catholic 
responses is, however, tempered by a growing sense of distrust and unease 
within the Protestant community. Protestants expressed less enthusiasm for 
inter-religious mixing, a pattern which becomes more pronounced after 1996. 
Taken together with evidence from the 1999 survey (Hughes et al, 2000), where 
Protestant respondents were less confident than Catholics that their rights and 
cultural traditions will be protected, it is reasonable to assume that Protestants 
are experiencing greater difficulty than Catholics with the changes.” (Hughes et 
al, March 2003).  

 
It appears that, when survey evidence is taken into account, a high percentage of the population 
of Northern Ireland will express trust in their fellow man at an abstract level. However, when it 
comes to practical day-to-day living the situation is very different and is characterised by high 
levels of fear and mistrust on an inter-communal level. 
 
2.4.2 Tolerance. Local survey evidence indicates that both Catholics (28%) and Protestants 
(19%) feel they are discriminated against (NILT, 2002). Apart from the lack of tolerance, 
resulting from the ongoing inter-communal tensions, there is evidence that people in Northern 
Ireland display prejudice towards immigrants and asylum seekers. Only 46% of people agree 
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that “political refugees should be allowed to stay in Northern Ireland, and only 12% feel that 
the number of legal immigrants should be increased a little or a lot. Nearly half of the 
population agrees that “immigrants take jobs away from those born in Northern Ireland”, and 
29% feel that “immigrants increase crime rates (all data from NILT, 2002). There is evidence 
of increased attacks on people living in Northern Ireland from ethnic minorities (see Media 
Review for case studies into the reporting of hate crimes in Northern Ireland) and those held in 
Northern Ireland as illegal immigrants are placed in prison facilities, rather than in the 
community. There is also ongoing tension and lack of trust in relation to the Traveller 
community whose members have poorer health, higher unemployment and a much higher child 
death rate than the population norm. There is clearly a long way to go in Northern Ireland to 
beginning to discuss reconciliation between the two communities, but the early signs of 
progress are beginning to appear. However attitudes are deeply ingrained within both sides of 
the community and recent racist attacks against immigrants have added another element that 
civil society needs to address.  
  
2.4.3 Public spiritedness. Northern Ireland scores higher on most of the public spiritedness 
attitudinal items from the EVS than either the UK or the EU average. When asked about the 
level of concern felt about the living conditions of a range of groups of people, Northern 
Ireland scored lower than the UK for the elderly, the sick and disabled and the unemployed. 
Taking into account the ongoing conflict and mistrust between the two main communities, the 
NAG scored only 2 for this indicator. 
 
2.5 Legal Environment  
This subdimension examines the legal environment for civil society and assesses to what extent 
it is enabling or disabling to civil society. Table III.2.5 summarizes the respective indicator 
scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.5: Indicators assessing legal environment 
Ref. Indicators Score 
2.5.1 CSO registration 2 
2.5.2 Freedom of CSOs to criticise the government  3 
2.5.3 Tax laws favourable to CSOs  3 
2.5.4 Tax benefits for philanthropy 3 
 
2.5.1 CSO registration. CSOs in Northern Ireland that are formed as Companies Limited by 
Guarantee have to abide by the companies laws regarding registration, administration, practice 
and the production of company accounts. However, for the majority of CSOs formulated as 
Unincorporated Associations there is no standardised registration process available either 
within government or through self regulation within civil society.  
 
Groups can apply for charitable status with the Inland Revenue, but there is little in the way of 
regulation or control compared to the Charity Commission in the UK. This is not an expensive 
process, as it only requires a group bank account, post-holders and a constitution. A formal 
review of the Charity Law in Northern Ireland is currently underway, and it is expected to 
recommend the establishment of a Charity Commission style body, similar to the ones in 
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existence in England and Wales. Recent research into the charitable law in Northern Ireland 
indicates that:  
 

“This jurisdiction [NI] has now the most dated and non-interventionist 
legislation relating to charities within the United Kingdom. The Charity Act 
(Northern Ireland) of 1946, together with the Charities (NI) Order 1987, 
provides the basic legislative framework for charitable activity. The legislation 
tends to be procedural rather than formative in nature…The law relating to 
fundraising is particularly problematic…Northern Ireland does not have a 
formative charity law statute to deal with matters of definition, interpretation 
and coherence or to provide the authority to address matters such as 
registration, regulation and fundraising.” (O’Halloran et al, 2001, p.86,) 

 
It is widely recognised that the current level of regulation is open to abuse and civil society 
thus far has been very fortunate that no major scandals have befallen it. However, all parties 
recognise the system needs to be formalised and the legislation brought up to date, if public 
confidence and trust is to remain high with regard to the activities of civil society.  
 
2.5.2 Freedom of CSOs to criticise the government. There is anecdotal evidence that some 
CSOs have suffered as a result of criticising government, and research has found that 
organisations involved in service delivery, on behalf of government, feel constrained in their 
ability to criticise and engage in advocacy activities. However, there are no official or legal 
constraints in existence. 
 
2.5.3 Tax laws favourable to CSOs. A study by Cormacain in 2001, found that some CSOs had 
problems with paying Value Added Tax (VAT) ranging from a lack of understanding about the 
system to financial difficulties in terms of claiming back the VAT. However, a wide range of 
tax incentives are available for making donations to charitable organisations, by individuals 
and private companies that enable a significant amount of money to be transferred to CSOs 
(see 2.5.4). Perhaps the situation is best summed up by the statement below.  
 
“There is no general exemption from tax for charities. A charity must qualify for a specific 
exemption under each of the relevant pieces of the legislation. If a charity cannot bring itself 
within one of these exemptions, it must pay tax like anyone else.” (Cormacain et al, 2001, 
p.75,).  
 
2.5.4 Tax benefits for philanthropy. There are a wide range of tax incentives and other benefits 
available to encourage giving to CSOs. In 2000, the UK government introduced a number of 
tax incentives to encourage planned giving but despite changes, planned giving is only used by 
a minority of donors. As part of these changes, gift aid was introduced by the government to 
allow charities to claim tax relief on any one-off or regular donations. Research conducted by 
NICVA in 2004 found that only 22% of individuals’ gift aided their donations. The propensity 
to use gift aid is related to the type of giving, with planned giving attracting more gift aided 
donations than spontaneous donations. The loss of these potential extra monies cannot be 
under-estimated in a time of uncertainty in relation to funding. If every £1 donation was gift 
aided, it would be worth £1.28. On an annual basis this equates to approximately £33 million 
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that the sector could receive if all donations were gift aided. It is time the sector and the general 
public recognised the huge difference gift aiding and tax efficient giving could make to their 
work.  
 
At a UK-wide level new tax benefits introduced in 2000 include changes to gift aid payments, 
Give As You Earn, Settler-Interested Trusts and tax relief on stocks and shares The long-term 
aim of these changes is to encourage a culture of giving. However, research carried out by 
BACS Payment Scheme found that potential charities’ benefactors are missing out on more 
than £419 million per annum as British tax-payers fail to take advantage of the tax breaks 
afforded to charities. 
 
2.6 State-Civil Society Relations  
This subdimension describes and assesses the nature and quality of relations between civil 
society and the state in Northern Ireland. Table III.2.6 summarizes the respective indicator 
scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.6: Indicators assessing state-civil society relations 

Ref. Indicators Score 
2.6.1 Autonomy of CSOs 3 
2.6.2 Dialogue between CSOs and the state 3 
2.6.3 Support for CSOs on the part of the state  3 

 
2.6.1 Autonomy of CSOs. In 1981 the Action for Community Employment (ACE) scheme was 
set up in Northern Ireland to provide 12 months’, temporary employment opportunities for 
long-term unemployed adults, in order to stream them into full employment by providing 
training and work experience. The scheme was put under the control of the Training and 
Employment Agency (T&EA). Historically the vetting of ACE is indicative of the state 
attempting to regulate and control the internal workings and activities of voluntary and 
community groups. There has been no indication from government that this sort of approach 
would not be used again and there is certainly no legislation or procedures to prevent it 
happening again. There are also concerns expressed by voluntary and community groups that 
greater involvement in service delivery on behalf of government will result in a reduced ability 
to criticise policy and become involved in advocacy activities (NICVA, Drifting off Course, 
2004). Generally, however, CSOs in Northern Ireland operate freely with reasonable oversight 
procedures linked to clear and legitimate public interests. 
 
2.6.2 Dialogue between CSOs and the state. There are well-supported structures in place for 
dialogue between the state and CSOs. The demise of the Civic Forum has reduced the number 
and influence of these somewhat, but there is general satisfaction with the efficacy of the 
current arrangements and the level of consultation between government and CSOs.  
 
The principal forum for communication, The Joint Government/Voluntary and Community 
Sector Forum, is a mechanism to enable representatives from the community and voluntary 
sector to meet regularly with representatives from government departments. The Joint Forum 
focuses on issues that are of general concern to the community and voluntary sector. It does not 
take on specific issues between a voluntary organisation and a government department - these 
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are best dealt with at the departmental level. The full Forum meets three times a year. The 
community and voluntary sector members meet more frequently. The Forum consists of 15 
representatives from the voluntary and community sector, and one from each government 
department with a responsibility to liaise with the sector. Additional departmental experts 
attend as appropriate. A range of policy documents and procedures have also been developed 
to promote more effective communication and working between government and CSOs. 
 
Beyond this very formal, high level dialogue between CSOs and the government all other 
engagement is at either a lower level or is ad hoc in nature whereby representatives from 
various organisations are asked to contribute to policy debates and the formulation of 
initiatives. The fact that The Joint Government/Voluntary and Community Sector Forum exists 
is seen as a very real commitment on the part of government to engage at the highest level with 
civil society.   
 
2.6.3 Support for CSOs on the part of the state. Government departments and agencies are the 
largest single source of income for voluntary and community organisations in Northern Ireland. 
Income from government departments accounts for 19.8% of the total income of voluntary and 
community organisations (NICVA, 2004). When all sources of government are combined 
(central, non-departmental public bodies, statutory agencies and district councils) the 
contribution amounts to 37.4%. This compares to an overall figure of 29% in the UK in 2002 
(NCVO). Government contracts and service provision is estimated as 3.5% of all voluntary 
sector income in Northern Ireland (NICVA, 2004), but this is a clear under-estimate of the true 
figure. There are a wide range of funding and grant programmes from various government 
sources to develop CSOs. Despite these relatively high levels of financial support from 
government there are many who feel that civil society remains on a precipice in terms of 
funding. Long term, more outcome focused funding is the new regime that government will 
introduce in relation to its support for the sector but many organisations feel they fall outside 
the government’s priorities and will therefore struggle to access funding in the future.  
 
2.7 Private Sector-Civil Society Relations  
This subdimension describes and assesses the nature and quality of relations between civil 
society and the private sector. Table III.2.7 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.2.7: Indicators assessing private sector – civil society relations 

Ref. Indicators Score 
2.7.1 Private sector attitude to Civil Society 1 
2.7.2 Corporate social responsibility 2 
2.7.3 Corporate philanthropy  1 

 
2.7.1 Private sector attitude to civil society. There is some level of support for CSOs in 
Northern Ireland, but this is far less than in the rest of the UK (NICVA, 2002). There is no 
attitudinal data available for this indicator. One organisation, Business in the Community, 
specifically provides support to CSOs, but the low level of corporate giving indicates a poor 
level of support for the need to improve the attitude of the private sector towards civil society. 
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2.7.2 Corporate social responsibility. The 2003-06 corporate plan/strategic objectives for 
Business in the Community (BIC, 2003) states that: “it acknowledges the unique contribution 
made by many organisations across the voluntary and community sectors, and the need to build 
effective partnerships with appropriate organisations. Over the course of the next three years, 
Business in the Community will identify and develop effective partnerships to deliver its range 
of programmes whilst maintaining a quality support service to business. During the past three 
years business has provided in excess of £1m in expertise to local community groups and 
projects. Over 200 volunteers from 30 companies were successful in providing support in 
literacy and numeracy to over 500 school children on a weekly basis”. Despite this, however, 
the research on corporate social giving clearly shows that such notions are very poorly 
developed in the private sector and far less so than in the rest of the UK.  
 
Although the available information is patchy in Northern Ireland there is evidence of many 
types of corporate engagement (NICVA, 2004). A combination of financial statements and 
company websites have provided a useful insight into cash donations, cause related marketing, 
sponsorship, volunteering, employee skill sharing, gifts in kind, lobbying and campaigning. 
 
The detail within individual company reports tended to vary with larger firms in particular 
beginning to publish a separate section on social and environmental concerns within annual 
reports. In some cases the separate section was in the form of a separate report but the norm 
tended to be a line or two of detail.  
 
When looking at the causes which the top 50 companies tend to support the most popular 
causes are children’s charities. Many companies are actively involved in the promotion of 
literacy and numeric within school programmes. The least popular causes supported by the 50 
companies are political causes. Just one of the companies reported making any political 
donations. 
 
2.7.3 Corporate Philanthropy. The analysis shows that the top 50 companies in Northern 
Ireland contributed less than 0.03% of their annual pre-tax profits to charity in 2004. This is 
poor in comparison to the 0.97% of pre-tax profits donated by the top 100 UK companies. 
Furthermore, four of the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland reported that they made no 
corporate donations to charity. There is a clear need to develop and promote models of 
corporate social giving and philanthropy in Northern Ireland. It should be noted that the 
available data was insufficient, and possibly inaccurate to a certain extent, but the disparity 
between figures for Northern Ireland and the UK show that there is a problem in this area. The 
number of individuals and in particular private corporations making use of them could be much 
greater. Findings from the NICVA corporate social responsibility (CSR) review for this project 
(NICVA, 2005) show that: 
 

• Companies donated in excess of £1,711,698 million in cash donations to charitable 
causes (excluding gifts in kind, sponsorship and staff time) during the 2002/03 financial 
year. 

• The combined total turnover for the 44 companies with information available was 
£6,196,227,000 (almost £6.2 Billion).  
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• Given this information it is found that there is giving of less than 0.03% of the 
organisations combined turnover. 

• Assuming the average donation from the available information to complete the data set, 
it was found that up to £2,445,282 is potentially donated to charitable causes (excluding 
gifts in kind, sponsorship and staff time) during the 2002/03 financial year.  

• If again an average is taken and include this for each of the missing values, the turnover 
would climb to £6,849,592,000 (almost £6.85 billion).  

• Using the assumed figures it is found that possibly at best the estimate for giving is 
approximately 0.036% during the 2002/03 financial year. 

• The analysis shows that the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland contributed less than 
0.03% of their annual turnover to charity in cash in 2004. Furthermore, four of the top 
50 companies in Northern Ireland reported that they made no corporate donations to 
charity. 

 
Conclusion 
The score for the environment dimension (2.4) indicates that the general environment in 
Northern Ireland is fairly conducive to civil society. Many indicators emerged in this 
dimension with a final score of three, which has been taken to mean that they can be 
considered strengths of civil society. Political rights and press freedoms are both rated quite 
highly and the assessment is that corruption among holders of state and political positions is 
negligible. The wider socio-economic context indicators are all rated highly, although the data 
demonstrates that Northern Ireland lags behind the rest of the UK in this context. Despite the 
continued non-functioning of a local political assembly, the quality of party-political 
competition is assessed as quite high. This is also true of the rule of law although there are 
continued breaches of ceasefires by the various paramilitary groupings, racketeering and 
instances of vigilante policing in some communities. Two other indicators that scored on the 
relatively high side for this dimension were decentralisation and trust in political and public 
institutions. The former refers to the continued existence of the local political assembly, despite 
its non-functioning status and the greater impact of local government and public service bodies 
resulting from its establishment. The latter is a sign that the majority of the population of 
Northern Ireland largely trusts the main political, administrative, legal, law enforcement and 
civil justice institutions.  
 
Focusing on the civil society sector itself, there are indications of a generally healthy 
relationship with the state. Thus, autonomy from the state, dialogue, cooperation and support 
are all rated highly in this dimension. It appears that this is largely a result of the introduction 
of local political and administrative structures. The assessment was that there are an adequate 
number of tax laws favourable to CSOs and tax benefits for philanthropy.  
 
The main areas of weakness that emerged centred on support from business and the private 
sector for CSOs. The clear impression was that there is very little support forthcoming from the 
private sector and very little data available to measure this despite the attempt to improve this 
situation through a separate analysis of the top 15 companies operating in Northern Ireland. 
 
The final area within this dimension, considered to be a current weakness, was tolerance. The 
data collected indicates that relations between the two main communities in Northern Ireland 
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have deteriorated since the paramilitary ceasefires, and levels of trust are very low. There are 
ongoing sectarian attacks and divisions in many local communities and attitudinal data 
highlights a sense of unfair treatment felt by the Protestant community after the Good Friday 
Agreement. Attacks on and discrimination against members of other minority ethnic 
communities have increased at alarming rates and the incarceration of asylum seekers in prison 
facilities indicates a lack of tolerance for perceived ‘outsiders’. This is an area in which CSOs 
can play a key role, but the evidence is that very little progress has been made so far.  
 
As a final comment on this dimension it should be noted that, although not in the range of 
scores considered to be an indication of ‘weakness’, CSO registration did score on the low 
side. There is no current system for such registration in Northern Ireland at the moment, except 
for organisations that are registered as limited companies. As a consequence of the lack 
regulation regarding CSO registration, the monitoring of the activities of CSOs is minimal. 
There are moves afoot to change this through the introduction of a Charity Commission-type 
body for CSO registration and monitoring that should address this shortcoming. 
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3. VALUES  
This section describes and analyses the values promoted and practiced by civil society in 
Northern Ireland. The score for the Values Dimension is 2.1, reflecting an overall positive 
value basis of Northern Ireland civil society. Figure III.3.1 presents the scores for the seven 
subdimensions within the Values dimension. The score for the Democratic practices 
subdimension is the only problematic area in the Values dimension. 

 
FIGURE III.3.1: Subdimension scores in Values dimension  
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3.1 Democracy  
This subdimension examines the extent to which civil society actors in Northern Ireland 
practice and promote democracy. Table III.3.1 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.3.1: Indicators assessing democracy 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.1.1 Democratic practices within CSOs 2 
3.1.2 Civil society actions to promote democracy 1 

 
3.1.1 Democratic practices within CSOs. The absence of a monitoring body for CSOs makes it 
difficult to establish the exact figures for democratic practices. Research by the Volunteer 
Development Agency (2003) has shown that 53.9% of all voluntary management committees 
are formally elected by the membership with a further 30.5% co-opted or nominated. The 
prevalence of a formal election process decreases with the size of the organisation while co-
option increases. This is the only research available that specifically explores democratic 
practices within CSOs and highlights the need for further information to be made available in 
this area. NICVA itself produces a range of Best Practice guides that attempt to introduce and 
promote democratic practices, financial transparency, openness and accountability among 
voluntary and community organisations. Clearly with little regulatory pressure coming to bear 
on organisations outside of the requirements of funders’ civil society organisations self 
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regulate in relation to democratic processes. Therefore it is hoped that changes in the 
legislation and regulatory framework will provide a much sounder basis from which good 
practice and be developed and monitored.   
 
3.1.2 Civil society actions to promote democracy. CSOs in Northern Ireland have been 
involved in several activities to promote democracy but they do not have a high profile in this 
area. There are no CSOs specifically dedicated to promoting democracy. The Democracy 
Commission (www.democracycommission.ie) has recently been established on an all-Ireland 
basis to promote greater participation in the democratic processes across Ireland, but their 
impact so far is limited. Many CSOs became involved in the campaign to promote acceptance 
of the Good Friday peace agreement. Following this, however, it became clear that local 
political parties view this venturing of CSOs into what are seen as politics with great suspicion 
and alarm. Some of these parties claim that CSOs have no mandate to advocate on behalf of 
the electorate as politicians have been directly elected to do this.  
 
3.2 Transparency 
This subdimension analyses the extent to which civil society actors in Northern Ireland practice 
and promote transparency. Table III.3.2 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.3.2: Indicators assessing transparency 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.2.1 Corruption within civil society 3 
3.2.2 Financial transparency of CSOs 2 
3.2.3 Civil Society actions to promote transparency 0 

 
3.2.1 Corruption within civil society. There is no data available for this indicator in Northern 
Ireland, although anecdotal evidence and the view of the NAG is that it is considered to be 
very rare. Media stories have recently reported charitable organisations misusing public funds 
(NICVA, 2005). A recent report by the Independent Monitoring Commission (IMC, 2004), a 
body set up by the British and Irish governments to monitor ceasefire compliance by 
paramilitary organisations, claimed that community organisations are often used as ‘fronts’ for 
various paramilitary groups. No public evidence is available to substantiate these claims. 
Survey data, reported on later in the report, shows that a large majority of the general public 
trust CSOs. This can be seen as indirect indication of the overall lack of corruption within the 
sector.  
 
3.2.2 Financial transparency of CSOs. CSOs registered as limited companies must, by law, 
make their company accounts publicly available. Those registered as Unincorporated 
Associations are supposed to make their accounts publicly available, but there is no legal 
requirement to do so. The introduction of a Charity Commission-style body within the next 
couple of years will change this situation to ensure that all CSOs practice financial 
transparency. Currently financial transparency is not covered under any legislation other than 
that imposed by funders, the Inland Revenue and Companies House for organisations 
registered as Companies Limited by Guarantee.  
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3.2.3 CSOs’ actions to promote transparency. There have been no specific initiatives from 
within civil society in Northern Ireland to promote transparency in either government or the 
corporate sector. There are UK-based organisations involved in such activities, but there has 
been little or no involvement from CSOs in Northern Ireland. Many bodies, including NICVA 
and other membership organisations, produce training and development materials that promote 
and encourage civil society organisations to practice transparency.  
 
3.3 Tolerance 
This subdimension examines the extent to which civil society actors and organisations in 
Northern Ireland practice and promote tolerance. Table III.3.3 summarizes the respective 
indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.3.3: Indicators assessing tolerance 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.3.1 Tolerance within the civil society arena 2 
3.3.2 Civil society activities to promote tolerance 2 

 
3.3.1 Tolerance within the civil society arena. There is no data specifically available for this 
indicator in Northern Ireland. Anecdotal evidence and the opinion of the NAG is that civil 
society is an open arena where the expression of all views is actively encouraged as long as 
they do not discriminate against other groups. There is policy and legislation in place to ensure 
that racist or discriminatory language is never tolerated. However, there are of course groups 
and organisations that are intolerant of other sections of society, in particular the various 
paramilitary groupings and their supporters from both the Catholic/Nationalist and 
Protestant/Loyalist communities. Although the majority of these groups are now in a position 
of ceasefire and at least some of them have engaged in decommissioning of weapons, several 
are still active and engaged in violent attacks on members of the opposite community. There is 
also evidence that some of these groups are involved in anti-social activities such as drug 
dealing, smuggling, racketeering and other illegal acts. 
 
3.3.2 CS activities to promote tolerance. There are many organisations in existence whose 
focus is promoting cross-community (Protestant/Catholic) harmony and development. Of all 
organisations in the voluntary and community sector, 7.8% define their work as ‘cross-
border/cross-community’ (NICVA, 2002). A further 2.9% of organisations state that they work 
with ‘people of a particular ethnic or racial background’. An example of an organisation set up 
to specifically challenge sectarianism is Counteract: 
 

“Counteract was established in 1990 by the Irish Congress of Trades Unions. [Our] 
vision of the future is of a society where everyone is valued, diversity is embraced and 
mutual respect and understanding underpins all aspects of a pluralist and inclusive 
society. Counteracts distinctive purpose is to identify, challenge and work towards 
eradicating sectarianism by working in partnership with others at individual group and 
institutional level.” (www.counteract.org.uk) 
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3.4 Non-violence 
This subdimension describes and assesses the extent to which civil society actors and 
organisations in Northern Ireland practice and promote non-violence. Table III.3.4 summarizes the 
respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.3.4: Indicators assessing non-violence 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.4.1 Non-violence within the CS arena 2 
3.4.2 CS actions to promote non-violence 3 

 
3.4.1 Non-violence within the CS arena. There is no data available for this indicator in 
Northern Ireland. There are no reports available of CSOs or actors using violent means to 
promote their aims excluding the various paramilitary organisations and their supporters. There 
is some indication that some members of political parties and various cultural organisations 
have been involved in violent activities but they are not condoned or supported by these 
organisations. 
 
3.4.2 CS actions to promote non-violence. Within the voluntary and community sector in 
Northern Ireland 7.8% of organisations describe their work as ‘cross-community and there are 
several organisations specifically devoted to peace-building and non-violence. Several unions 
have been involved in campaigns, including industrial action, to deter violent attacks on their 
members working in communities. There are several well-known organisations in Northern 
Ireland established specifically to promote non-violence. One example is the Irish Network for 
Non-violent Action, Training and Education (INNATE): 
 
“To act as a network linking those committed to, or interested in, explicitly non-violent action 
and training. Some, but not all, of [our] work is essentially intertwined with community 
relations and the development of a non-violent response to areas of community tension.” In the 
context of ‘peace’ work, INNATE insists that a radical concept of non-violence and non-violent 
action, learning from both Irish and International experience, offers much in addressing the 
conflict in Northern Ireland. 
 
Their geographical area of operation includes the whole of Ireland but is mainly focused on 
Northern Ireland, with a particular concentration in Belfast. Local associated groups in Belfast, 
Derry, Cork and Dublin. The Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) is the major 
Northern Ireland civil liberties organisation. (www.caj.org.uk) 
 
The Mediation Network in Northern Ireland is a major practitioner in the mediation and related 
fields in Northern Ireland (www.mediation-network.org.uk) and has made significant 
contributions towards reconciliation. 
 
3.5. Gender Equity  
This subdimension analyses the extent to which civil society actors in Northern Ireland practice 
and promote gender equity. Table III.3.5 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
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TABLE III.3.5: Indicators assessing gender equality 
Ref. Indicators Score 
3.5.1 Gender equity within the CS arena 2 
3.5.2 Gender equitable practices within CSOs 3 
3.5.3 CS actions to promote gender equity 2 

 
3.5.1 Gender equity within the CS arena. Women are under-represented in leadership roles 
within the voluntary and community sector so it is likely that a similar situation exists in CSOs 
in general. Research by NICVA (NICVA, 2001) indicates that women hold 35% of senior 
positions in voluntary and community sector organisations although they make up nearly three-
quarters of the workforce. Again, this trend is likely to be replicated throughout civil society 
generally indicating that there is much more progress towards gender equity in the CS arena.
  
 
3.5.2 Gender equitable practices within CSOs. Yet again the only available data for this 
indicator refers to organisations in the voluntary and community sector. Research conducted by 
NICVA has shown that 67% of these organisations have a formal equal opportunity policy in 
place. Furthermore, 39% of these organisations have maternity pay in excess of the statutory 
minimum and 26% of organisations have a paternity leave policy in place. It is likely that these 
figures reflect the situation generally in the wider sphere of CSOs. 
 
3.5.3 Civil Society actions to promote gender equity. Within the voluntary and community 
sector, 3.6% of organisations state that they work for and on behalf of women (NICVA, 2002). 
There are several organisations devoted specifically to the promotion of gender equity in 
society including Women into Politics whose aim is to increase number of women actively 
involved in political activities. The Northern Ireland Women's European Platform is an 
umbrella body of groups with a primary interest in matters of importance to women that aims 
to facilitate and increase women's contribution to the social, economic and political agendas 
domestically and internationally. Overall there are civil society activities to promote gender 
equity, but they do not have a high public profile or enjoy wide public support. 
 
3.6 Poverty Eradication 
This subdimension examines to what extent civil society actors in Northern Ireland promote 
poverty eradication. Table III.3.6 presents the indicator score. 
 
TABLE III.3.6: Indicator assessing poverty eradication 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.6.1 CS actions to eradicate poverty 3 

 
3.6.1 CS actions to eradicate poverty. Although the CIVICUS guidelines for estimating levels 
of poverty means that Northern Ireland does not have a high level of poverty, relative 
deprivation still exists and is higher here than in the rest of the UK. Thus, 3.9% of 
organisations in the voluntary and community sector are involved in the eradication of poverty 
and many of these groups work towards tackling the consequences of poverty in society 
(NICVA, 2005). Civil society activities in this area enjoy broad-based support and have strong 
public visibility. For example, The Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network was established in 
1991 to create a focus on poverty. It is an interactive network with over 300 members drawn 
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from the voluntary and community sectors, public and statutory bodies. They provide 
newsletters, organise seminars, meetings and conferences, undertake research and disseminate 
information on poverty and social exclusion. Similarly, The Society of St Vincent de Paul has 
been helping alleviate poverty for over 155 years. They have 2,250 active members and 
auxiliaries who work on a voluntary basis through branches (Conferences) spread throughout 
Northern Ireland.  
 
3.7 Environmental Sustainability  
This subdimension analyses the extent to which civil society actors in Northern Ireland practice 
and promote environmental sustainability. Table III.3.7 presents the indicator score. 
 
TABLE III.3.7: Indicator assessing environmental sustainability 

Ref. Indicators Score 
3.7.1 CS actions to sustain the environment 2 

 
Broad-based support and public visibility for environmental activities is lacking, although 4% 
of organisations in the voluntary and community sector are primarily concerned with 
environmental activities (NICVA, 2005). Some of these organisations are very large, such as 
Northern Ireland Environment Link, which is one of four links throughout the UK. They have 
41 full members in Northern Ireland who: 
 

• Represent more than 105,220 individuals. 
• Encompass over 1,426 groups. 
• Manage nearly >10,000 ha of land. 
• Employ over 670 people. 
• Involve over 1,191 volunteers. 
• Cater for 754,893 customers and visitors annually. 

 
More recently there have been government initiatives supported by CSOs to promote recycling 
and reduce waste, but there is still a long way to go before environmental sustainability in 
Northern Ireland has the profile it deserves and the appropriate support from civil society. 
 
Conclusion  
The score achieved for the values dimension indicates a positive assessment of the current 
situation, although there were fewer top scores for indicators of this dimension when compared 
to the other dimensions. Corruption within the civil society arena was ranked as very low, as 
was violence. Despite the lack of any specific legislation relating to civil society in terms of 
financial transparency there have not been any significant issues to date, with regard to 
financial transparency. It is hoped however that the anomalous situation that exists in terms of 
legislation designed to regulate and promote financial transparency will be solved with the 
introduction of a Charity Commission style body Northern Ireland. When examining the 
degree to which CSOs promote transparency in relation to governance issues, there is a degree 
of conjuncture about the practices of some organisations. In a similar vein to financial 
transparency there are no specific regulations or legislation designed to ensure best practices in 
terms of governance, but again the introduction of a Charity Commission may go some way to 
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resolving this issue. CSOs were seen as positively attempting to promote non-violence and 
peace and there are some very high profile organisations in Northern Ireland involved in 
promoting cross-community activities. Actions to eradicate poverty were also assessed as 
positive, as were the existence of gender equitable practices within CSOs. 
 
One area that received a very low score was the promotion of democracy and democratic 
practices. Evidence was not available about of organisations or campaigns involved in this type 
of activity, although there were several examples available in the wider UK. Despite scoring 
gender equitable practices within CSOs quite highly, there was a low score for actions to 
promote gender equity. Gender equity, within the civil society arena, also received a relatively 
low score, which seemed to reflect data on the low number of female chief executive officers 
in CSO organisations, compared to their overall proportion in the workforce. Several 
organisations and campaigns focused on equal pay, for example, but they emanated from 
government departments or agencies and in only one or two cases from trade unions. Overall, 
the scores achieved for the Impact dimension reveal that civil society’s values are quite strong 
within the sector but that practices and campaigns to promote these values are somewhat 
lacking. 
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4. IMPACT   
This section describes and analyses the extent to which civil society is active and successful in 
fulfilling several essential functions within Northern Ireland society. The score for the Impact 
Dimension is 2.1, reflecting a slightly better than average level of impact for civil society in 
Northern Ireland. Figure III.4 presents the scores for the five subdimensions within the Impact 
dimension. As was stated earlier in the report this was the area where we had the greatest 
difficulty gathering data, principally as a result of the failure of the stakeholder consultations. 
The information we did collect indicated that areas of weakness in civil society in Northern 
Ireland related to the impact on the national budgeting process and holding both the state and 
private corporations accountable. 
   
FIGURE III.4: Subdimension scores for Impact dimension 
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4.1 Influencing Public Policy  
This subdimension describes and assesses the extent to which civil society in Northern Ireland 
is active and successful in influencing public policy. Table III.4.1 summarizes the respective 
indicator scores. 
 
Table III.4.1: Indicators assessing influencing public policy 

Ref. Indicators Score 
4.1.1 Human rights impact  2 
4.1.2 Social policy impact 2 
4.1.3 Impact on national budgeting process 1 

 
4.1. Human rights impact. In relation to the impact that CSOs have had in shaping the human 
rights debate, the Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) is the principal CSO 
working in Northern Ireland in the area of human rights. The Committee seeks to secure the 
highest standards in the administration of justice by ensuring that the government complies 
with its responsibilities in international human rights law. They have been a very effective 
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watchdog in ensuring compliance with human rights law and the promotion of equity in civil 
and human rights, policing and equality.  
 
The peace process, since the ceasefires in the 1990’s, has seen the establishment of several 
semi-autonomous agencies charged with promoting and defending human rights in a range of 
areas. These include the Equality Commission, the Human Rights Commission and the 
Children’s Commissioner. A range of legislation and policy has also been introduced to protect 
and promote civil rights and, just before the suspension of the local Assembly, progress had 
been made on the development of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. This has, to some 
extent, taken the place of direct advocacy by CSOs (such as CAJ and the Equality Coalition) 
although CSOs have been instrumental in the establishment of all these human rights agencies 
and policies. Thus, the NAG’s assessment was that civil society is active in this area but that 
their impact is limited. 
 
4.1.2 Social policy impact. Responding to our online survey 11% of participants felt that CSOs 
here have a significant impact in influencing social policy in Northern Ireland. It may well be 
that CSOs have found that their impact as individual organisations is limited and that it is best 
to restrict efforts to areas of social policy directly related to their areas of practice. There are 
examples of large-scale CSO efforts to change social policy, in particular the Peace People and 
more recently the One Small Step Campaign that received very wide public and media support 
in their attempts to tackle sectarianism and institutional structures (such as education and 
housing) that perpetuate division. But the impact of these campaigns in changing social policy 
is extremely limited once the immediate effects of the public and media spotlight have worn 
off. The effort and resources required to mount such a large-scale campaign by CSOs 
compared to the limited results achieved have clearly had a deterrent effect on efforts to 
influence public and social policy. There are also very well established and effective links 
between CSOs and government that are probably a more effective forum for influencing social 
policy decisions. Beyond this it is very difficult to disaggregate the actual impact CSOs have 
had in shaping social policy. Since 1997, wide spread public consultation on government 
policies has become the norm but to assess each aspect of social policy and attribute any 
deviation from the original policy position as a consequence of a CSOs intervention is near 
impossible. Nevertheless CSOs have cemented a much more significant role in terms of social 
partnership with government in terms of having a voice with regards to social policy. 
  
 
4.1.3 Impact on national budgeting process. Since devolution the budgeting process in 
Northern Ireland has rested with the Northern Ireland Assembly (with the exception of some 
vested areas such as policing and security). However, since direct rule has been re-established 
the budget is formulated by the Secretary of State and his team. A document called Budget and 
priorities is published each year that CSOs can comment upon but the Northern Ireland block 
from the Exchequer is not negotiable at this level. Therefore any comments regarding the 
budget are limited to discussions regarding expenditure at the local level within very tightly 
defined parameters. Nevertheless some CSOs attempt to influence the budgeting process, in 
particular poverty organisations and unions, but their advocacy work is focused on very 
specific components and the impact generally is very limited. What limited impact there was is 
lessened as a result of the absence of a local assembly. Lobbying direct rule ministers, whose 
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focus is usually on Westminster and politics in England and Wales, does not appear to be very 
successful. As an example, The Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network regularly lobbies 
government to change taxation and social welfare legislation to improve the situation of those 
most in poverty but their impact to date has been limited because of direct rule and the 
suspension of the local Assembly.  
 
4.2 Holding the State and Private Corporations Accountable  
This subdimension analyses the extent to which civil society in Northern Ireland is active and 
successful in holding the state and private corporations accountable. Table III.4.2 summarizes 
the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.4.2 Indicators assessing holding state / private corporations accountable 

Ref. Indicators Score 
4.2.1 Holding the state accountable 2 
4.2.2 Holding private corporations accountable 1 

 
4.2.1 Holding the state accountable. Only 5.9% of those responding to our online survey felt 
that CSOs were ‘quite/very good’ at holding the state to account. As stated earlier, 
organisations such as the Committee on the Administration of Justice devote much of their 
resources to this task but their success is fairly limited. Other CSOs exist that as part of their 
role they attempt to hold the state to account but it forms just one element of their overall 
mission. There are examples of coalitions of CSOs forming and attempting to change 
government policies and procedures, but there have been no notable successes to date. An 
example of this is the damaging impact of breaks in European Peace programme funding on 
voluntary and community organisations over the past five years. Organisations were forced to 
curtail their activities and in many cases end the employment of key staff. Lobbying and media 
campaigns eventually resulted in government recognising the seriousness of the issue. Some 
emergency funding was forthcoming but this was considered too little, too late particularly as 
this was not the first time such a funding crisis had occurred. There is obviously greater scope 
for coordinated actions and even dedicated CSOs to encourage greater government 
accountability in Northern Ireland. 
 
4.2.2 Holding private corporations accountable. A higher proportion of respondents to the 
online survey, 11%, felt that CSOs were effective in holding private corporations accountable 
for their activities in Northern Ireland. This is despite the fact that there are no dedicated CSOs 
devoted to this activity and there are no recent examples of local campaigns to improve the 
accountability of private corporations. There are some examples of local branches of UK-
based, Irish or international CSOs participating in specific campaigns focused on the activities 
of particular companies. However, these have not garnered widespread support at a local level. 
An example of this is the campaign in the Republic of Ireland to boycott Shell fuel products as 
a result of the company’s practices in Nigeria that damage the environment and threaten the 
human rights of local indigenous people. Although this had widespread public and CSO 
support it did not transfer across the border to Northern Ireland to activate local CSO or 
grassroots support. Again this is an area where civil society activity is very limited and there is 
no real discernible impact. 
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4.3 Responding to Social Interests  
This subdimension analyses the extent to which civil society actors in Northern Ireland are 
responsive to social interests. Table III.4.3 summarizes the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.4.3: Indicators assessing responding to social interests 

Ref. Indicators Score 
4.3.1 Responsiveness 2 
4.3.2 Public trust in CSOs 2 

 
4.3.1 Responsiveness. The majority of key social concerns meet a response from CSOs in 
Northern Ireland. Half of the respondents to our online survey felt that CSOs are ‘very/quite 
good’ at doing this. Surveys of the voluntary and community sector highlight the fact that there 
are organisations in existence that cater for every facet of social need. There are concerns that 
certain groups or issues are not catered for as well others and that there is insufficient support 
and recognition from civil society. The main examples of these groups include Travellers, 
economic migrants and refugees/asylum seekers. In the case of Travellers there is widespread 
trust and discrimination against members of this minority ethnic community and attacks have 
been recorded. There are CSOs working with Traveller communities in Northern Ireland but 
they are generally small and would have few links or supports from wider civil society given 
that they represent one of the most deprived elements of society. The appearance of economic 
migrants and asylum seekers/refugees in Northern Ireland society is such a new phenomena, 
that support from CSOs is only now emerging. There is also a widespread lack of information 
about these groups and a high level of distrust among the public which renders the position of 
CSOs somewhat difficult in times of racist attacks and issues regarding refugees/asylum 
seekers. Overall then the assessment is that there are examples of isolated social concerns or 
groups that did not find an effective voice or appropriate support from civil society. 
 
4.3.2 Public trust in CSOs. Recent research by NICVA (NICVA, 2005) has shown that the 
average level of public trust in CSOs was just over 50%. However, this ranged from 22% for 
trade unions to 69% for voluntary organisations indicating that the public do differentiate 
between different types of CSOs. On the other hand approximately two-thirds of all individuals 
surveyed had little or no confidence in central government (64.6%) or local government 
(62.9%). Furthermore over three-quarters (76.4%) of individuals had little or no confidence in 
political parties.  
 
There are some indications that trust in charities, community and voluntary organisations is 
decreasing somewhat, possibly as a result of negative media reports about ‘rogue’ charities, 
and that the public is demanding greater levels of accountability and transparency. However, 
the level of public trust in CSOs in Northern Ireland is still higher than in the rest of the UK. 
 
4.4. Empowering Citizens  
This subdimension describes and assesses the extent to which civil society in Northern Ireland 
is active and successful in empowering citizens, especially traditionally marginalized groups, 
to shape decisions that affect their lives. Table III.4.5 summarizes the respective indicator 
scores. 
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TABLE III.4.5: Indicators assessing empowering citizens 

No. Indicators Score 
4.4.1 Informing/educating citizens 2 
4.4.2 Building capacity for collective action and resolving joint problems 3 
4.4.3 Empowering marginalized people 3 
4.4.4 Empowering women 3 
4.4.5 Building social capital 3 
4.4.6 Supporting/creating livelihoods 2 

 
4.4.1 Informing/educating citizens. The results of our online survey indicate that nearly 40% of 
respondents consider CSOs to be ‘very/quite good’ at this activity. CSOs have been at the 
forefront of several important campaigns relating to homelessness, adult literacy, domestic 
violence and community relations among others. One of the most high profile and successful of 
these has been a billboard campaign organised by the Simon Community (a Northern Ireland 
wide homeless charity) to highlight the difficulties faced by homeless people. Entitled the ‘NO 
LESS CAMPAIGN’, it aims to “highlight the humanity and rights of homeless 
people. Homeless people are no less a person than you or I and no less hopeful. The campaign 
also aims to promote the concept that everyone has a right to adequate housing. The discussion 
surrounding the introduction of the Bill of Rights is an opportunity to obtain a constitutional 
commitment to the right to housing. We believe that civil rights are interdependent on social 
and economic rights, with housing as one of the fundamental factors that must exist in order for 
other rights to be exercised. A lack of housing impacts upon the exercising of wider citizenship 
rights” (http://www.simoncommunity.org/promoting_change/campaigns/). 
 
This is just one of several high-profile public campaigns designed to inform and educate 
citizens as well as sway the opinion of policy makers. Some of the most successful publicity 
and education programmes enlist the support of private companies and funding. However, 
there are only certain areas that the public will react in a positive way to (medical research, 
children and young people and overseas aid) and for those CSOs which are involved in other 
areas this process of education can be more challenging. 
 
4.4.2 Building capacity for collective action and resolving joint problems. Online survey 
results indicate that one-third of respondents consider CSOs to be ‘quite/very good’ at this 
activity. CSOs have led several important collective campaigns related to peace, non-violence 
and anti-sectarianism among others. Perhaps the most well-known civil society collective 
action was the Peace People campaign that resulted in the founders of this organisation 
receiving the Noble Peace Prize for their efforts to stop paramilitary violence. More recently, a 
broad coalition of CSOs was instrumental in securing a ‘yes’ vote for the Good Friday 
Agreement that ended nearly 30 years of violence in Northern Ireland. These are just two 
examples of significant successes for collective action supported by CSOs. 
 
4.4.3 Empowering marginalised people. CSOs in Northern Ireland have played a key role in 
empowering groups of marginalised people including ethnic minorities, those in poverty, 
women suffering domestic violence and the unemployed. Most of the work of the voluntary 
and community sector is focused on those who are marginalised in society. Many CSOs are 
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directly involved in providing a range of services, on behalf of government, to some of the 
most excluded groups in society. Government policies on service delivery explicitly recognise 
that for the most marginalised groups in society CSOs are more acceptable providers of 
services than the state (HMSO, 2002). Research by NICVA (NICVA, 2002) has shown that 
one of the main reasons for government funding of CSOs in delivering public services is their 
focus on user involvement and empowerment compared to the impersonal approach 
characterised by many state providers. The UK government has introduced a fund 
(Futurebuilders) to encourage the greater involvement of CSOs in service delivery to 
marginalised groups in society. 
 
4.4.4 Empowering women. A comprehensive infrastructure of women’s organisations exists 
within the voluntary and community sector that have significantly advanced the agenda for 
women’s rights in Northern Ireland. Some examples of leading organisations in this area 
include Women into Politics, the Women’s Support Network and the Women’s Resource and 
Development Agency. CSOs have played an essential role in the introduction of a wide range 
of equality legislation and policies that have had a positive impact on the lives of women. The 
trade union organisations have been instrumental in campaigns to achieve equal pay, rights and 
treatment for women in employment although there is still some progress to be made in this 
area. The Equality Commission, an independent public body, has many members of CSOs on 
its management committee. Nearly 40% of respondents to our survey felt that CSOs were 
‘quite/very good’ at empowering women. However almost the same number of respondents 
held the opposite view of the impact CSOs had had in empowering women.  
 
4.4.5 Building social capital. During the 30 years of conflict in Northern Ireland, CSOs have 
been recognised as playing a key role in maintaining normalcy and many social services when 
agencies of the state were unable to function effectively. The voluntary and community sector 
still has an important role to play in this area and is recognised as having a higher level of 
public trust, being more tolerant and having greater public spiritedness than non-CSO actors. 
The sector has grown enormously in the past twenty years and to the extent that there are now 
4,500 organisations in existence.  
 
Most of the work of the voluntary and community sector has the ultimate aim of building 
social capital and there are several examples of community development programmes that 
focus specifically on this. The Peace II funding programme, for example, developed by the 
European Community made available approximately €900 million for a wide range of 
activities to promote peace-building and address the legacy of the conflict. CSOs were a major 
beneficiary of this programme and the majority of their activities would be considered to have 
a positive impact on building social capital. 
 
A more recent example of how CSOs have been instrumental in building social capital is the 
identification of weak community infrastructure within working class Protestant communities. 
This refers to a lack of community facilities, organisations and structures as a result of a 
combination of cultural and historical forces and the negative influence of paramilitary 
organisations. The end result of this is poor community infrastructure and alienation and a host 
of serious social problems. This issue was identified by various CSOs that were instrumental in 
the development of programmes attempting to reverse the trend and the leverage of significant 
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state resources to put in place long-term strategies to build social capital. The recent riots in 
Protestant/Loyalist areas in Belfast have been partly explained by some Unionist politicians as 
resulting from poor community infrastructure and reduced social capital. Overall then CSOs 
have and continue to make a significant contribution to building and maintaining social capital 
in Northern Ireland society. As the European Social Survey (2003) shows 50.5% of individuals 
who were members of a CSO did not trust people compared to 54.5% of non CSO members. 
At the other end of the scale, 49.5% of CSO members stated they generally trusted other 
people compared to 46.4% of non CSO members. Although there is a slight variation between 
the levels of trust expressed by members and non members of CSOs it is difficult to make any 
conclusive statement about the degree to which being a member of a CSO contributes 
positively to building trust.  
 
4.4.6 Supporting livelihoods. It is estimated that social enterprises, whose aim is to generate 
profit for a community and not individuals or enterprises, account for 1.2% of all businesses in 
the UK and account for just under 1% of the turnover of all businesses with employees. They 
also employ nearly half a million people and have a further 300,000 people who volunteer on a 
regular basis. However, the situation in Northern Ireland is not as well developed. Government 
has recently established the Social Economy Agency to promote and develop businesses with a 
social enterprise approach. There are two main areas of endeavour where social economy 
organisations in Northern Ireland are well developed, housing associations and credit unions. 
In the island of Ireland credit unions have 2.9 million members with savings approaching 
nearly €11 billion. There are 9,200 active volunteers involved in the movement and over 3,500 
people are employed. Credit unions are one of the few institutions that make it easy for people 
on low incomes and small businesses to get loans and are instrumental in preventing the 
growth of money lenders. 

There are over 40 housing associations in Northern Ireland affordable rented housing to more 
than 20,000 households in Northern Ireland. They are also: 

• helping 4,500 households to become owner-occupiers;  
• combining housing with supportive services for people with special needs; 
• works in partnership with other bodies in the voluntary, public and private sectors; 
• supporting local communities by adopting a holistic approach to housing and the 

environment; 
• conserving some of the best of our architectural and housing heritage and 
• delivering mutual self-help schemes for groups and communities. 

Housing associations provide vital services to marginalised groups of people, homeless people 
and families. They attract significant resources from government and deliver a wide range of 
public services on their behalf.  
 
Although credit unions and housing associations are examples of some of the CSOs that assist 
in supporting the livelihoods of many in Northern Ireland our analysis is that much more could 
be done in this area. The concept of the social economy business has not attracted the level of 
support from CSOs that it has in the rest of the UK and there is scope for further development 
and involvement. 
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4.5. Meeting Societal Needs  
This subdimension examines the extent to which civil society is active and successful in 
meeting societal needs, especially those of poor people and other marginalized groups. Table 
III.4.5 summarises the respective indicator scores. 
 
TABLE III.4.5: Indicators assessing empowering citizens 

Ref. Indicators Score 
4.5.1 Lobbying for state service provision 2 
4.5.2 Meeting pressing societal needs directly 3 
4.5.3 Meeting needs of marginalised groups 3 

 
4.5.1 Lobbying for state service provision. Only 5.6% of our online survey respondents 
expressed the view that CSOs are ‘quite/very good’ at this activity. There is some evidence that 
CSOs lobby government, but to date they have had limited impact. Historically, CSOs have 
emerged to provide services that were not being made available by the state or were not 
accepted by large sections of the population particularly those from a Catholic community 
background. In response to what was perceived as the sectarian provision of services by local 
government a wide range of civil society organisations arose during the early 1970’s to 
develop more acceptable alternatives (Acheson et al, 2004). As a result of this a culture of 
alternative provision has developed in Northern Ireland rather than one of lobbying 
government to meet identified community needs. With the introduction of direct Westminster 
rule in the 1970s the access that civil society organisations had to political and civil service 
decision-makers was dramatically reduced. This clearly contributed to the lack of direct 
lobbying for service provision. CSO organisations here have had some notable successes in 
lobbying for the establishment of crucial watchdog bodies such as a Children’s Commissioner, 
the Equality and Human Rights Commissions. When it comes to direct service provision where 
there are gaps, however, it appears that CSOs are more likely to provide these services 
themselves at a local level and then lobby for funding to grow these activities. 
 
4.5.2 Meeting pressing societal needs directly. Civil society organisations are involved in 
providing a wide range of services to the neediest groups in society and Government itself 
accepts that CSOs are better at providing some public services than the state. A review of 
service provision by a major social services inspectorate (SSI, 1998) estimated that civil 
society organisations provided services to 90,000 families and over 326,000 individuals, 
equivalent to almost one in three of the Northern Ireland population. 
 
NICVA estimates that in 2004 the total amount of income from government sources to the 
voluntary and community sector, in the form of contracts and service level agreements, was 
£68.34 million. This funding was supplied to directly provide services to a wide range of 
groups with a range of needs in the health, education, housing, social services and disability 
areas. In recognition of this contribution the Minister with responsibility for social 
development in Northern Ireland, John Spellar MP, said recently “The Government values the 
contribution of the voluntary and community sector in addressing social need and deprivation. 
Effective partnership working with the sector can help the Government achieve its objectives” 
(DSD, 2004). CSOs in Northern Ireland are recognised as making a significant contribution to 
life in Northern Ireland and is a key social partner working with the Government to deliver 
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social, economic, cultural and environmental change. Voluntary and community organisations 
have a track record of tackling social need and deprivation and are well placed to develop and 
deliver improved frontline services, particularly to the most disadvantaged people in society 
 
Civil society organisations in the rest of the UK are somewhat more advanced in their 
involvement with delivery of public services and there is a better infrastructure for the support 
and development of these activities. The policy framework from government is better 
embedded and established and there is a higher level of financial support available from 
government than there is in Northern Ireland. Despite this relative lack of development it is 
clear that civil society in Northern Ireland is a key partner with government in meeting key 
social needs directly through the delivery of public services. 
 
4.5.3 Meeting needs of marginalised groups. As the two previous indicators demonstrate CSOs 
are an important element in the delivery of public services to disadvantaged groups in Northern 
Ireland. A review of public service delivery options by the UK government indicates that in 
several areas of delivery civil society organisations are the preferred provider over the statutory 
or private sectors (HM Treasury, 2002): 
 
“[civil society organisations] including social enterprises have a key role to play in this. They 
grow out of the determination to provide high quality support to particular groups, are often 
uniquely placed to reach marginalised groups and enable individuals to participate actively in 
their local communities. Many of the services that now form an integral part of the statutory 
sector began in the voluntary and community sector (VCS). Perhaps the best known example is 
the NHS… The VCS continues to make a significant contribution to service delivery and 
strengthening communities. It is a key partner in delivering government policies.” 
 
CSOs may therefore be able to deliver services more effectively to certain groups, because 
their particular structures enable them to operate in environments which the state and its agents 
have found difficult or impossible. These structures enable them to demonstrate more easily a 
range of specialised skills and experience needed to deliver services. 
 
The argument above suggests that there are areas where CSOs may be best placed to deliver 
services as their structures and ethos make it easier to display the kinds of skills necessary to 
reach vulnerable groups. Delivery of services in areas such as health and social services and 
social housing in Northern Ireland are provided by a mixture of statutory, private and CSOs. 
CSOs are often the preferred choice for difficult to reach or highly excluded social groups and 
often can respond faster to emerging needs than other providers. An example of this is with 
refugee groups and economic migrants to Northern Ireland, where existing CSOs were able to 
provide services and support long before statutory health and social services were even aware 
of their presence. 
 
Conclusion 
The score achieved for the impact dimension (2.1) indicates that CSOs are moderately 
successful in these areas. Building capacity for collective action achieved the highest score for 
this dimension, recognising the impact of CSOs supporting communities during periods when 
there was no effective government or state apparatus in existence. This impact is reflected in a 
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high score for empowering marginalised people and empowering women. Not surprisingly, 
these indicators add up to recognition of the positive impact of CSOs in building social capital 
in Northern Ireland. A slightly lower, but still respectable, score is given for CSOs’ attempts to 
meet pressing social needs and the needs of marginalised people. 
 
The greatest weakness in the impact dimension is the impact CSOs have on the national 
budgeting process. This is a finding common throughout OECD countries, despite the 
widespread existence of institutionalised dialogue between government and civil society, in 
these countries. A similar weakness is evident in holding the state accountable. This may be 
indicative of a fear of ‘biting the hand that feeds’, since in Northern Ireland, and the UK in 
general, government is the single largest donor for CSOs. The same fear does not exist with 
private corporations, as they are not a major sponsor of the sector, but this area is still a 
weakness for CSOs in Northern Ireland. The research was unable to find any evidence of an 
organisation or campaign based in Northern Ireland, which was not part of a wider UK-based 
effort attempting to monitor or critique the practices of private corporations. This may be partly 
due to the relatively small size of the private sector in Northern Ireland (the economy is 
dominated by the public sector) and the fact that the majority of companies based in Northern 
Ireland are UK wide and have their headquarters in Great Britain. Overall, the analysis for the 
Impact dimension reveals that CSOs in Northern Ireland are having some positive impacts in 
many of the areas examined. This however, should not lead to complacency, as, given the level 
of resources, skills and the generally conducive environmental factors, it appears that the 
impact of CSOs should be somewhat greater than it currently is. 
 
The results from the media review added more data to this dimension and showed that CSOs 
are generally perceived positively by media sources. The review lists numerous examples of 
issues and causes that have featured in various forms of media that have placed CSOs in the 
spotlight. The impact that these stories have made is quite significant but the report authors 
also highlight the fact that media coverage of activities by less reputable CSOs is quite 
substantial. These paramilitary organisations and their supporters would generally not be 
perceived as a part of civil society however. Unfortunately, their activities do tend to smother 
coverage of the more positive elements and activities of CSOs. There were some indications 
that the media reporting tended to present issues in a depersonalised way, without focusing on 
individual stories, which may be a useful learning point for both reporters and CSOs in 
presenting their stories. CSOs here should pay attention to the impact they are having through 
the media and ways they can increase positive coverage. 
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IV STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF NORTHERN 
IRELAND CIVIL SOCIETY 
 
One of the final stages in the CSI project methodology is the National Seminar, where a wide 
range of civil society experts and practitioners come together to discuss the results of the 
research in great detail. The final product from this participatory workshop was an agreed upon 
list of strengths and weaknesses of civil society in Northern Ireland. Unfortunately, due to the 
poor response to the regional stakeholder consultations, it was felt that this approach would 
also not work, since it requires a substantial investment of time on behalf of individuals. This 
was taken into account when organising the consultation events, as they were restricted to three 
hours but it was not successful. Any event organised to analyse the strengths and weakness of 
civil society would necessarily taken longer, given the amount of information and data to be 
presented and discussed.  
 
As an alternative to the National Seminar, the research team decided that producing and 
disseminating the final country report first, could act as a stimulant to encourage greater 
involvement and interest in civil society by the relevant stakeholders in Northern Ireland. This 
approach fits with the analysis and conclusion that currently, the term ‘civil society’ is not 
known widely enough in Northern Ireland to engage the interest its target audience. As a first 
step, it is necessary to raise the profile of the project and the concept of civil society in general, 
before any further development can take place. 
 
Although this is a somewhat pessimistic conclusion, the research team recognised early on in 
the planning process that a lack of interest and awareness of the civil society concept might be 
an issue. Undertaking the research project itself has already raised the profile of both CIVICUS 
and civil society in Northern Ireland. To extend this interest further the state of civil society 
became the theme for NICVA’s Annual Conference held in Belfast on 2 December 2005. The 
CSI country report was used as the information base for the content of this discussion, since for 
the first time in the history of Northern Ireland a significant range of data and assessments are 
gathered together under the aegis of civil society.  
 
Participants at this event had a detailed and practical audit illustrating the range and extent of 
information available when civil society, as a working concept, is used to explore the sphere of 
society outside government, the private sector and the family. It is hoped that the findings from 
this research will act as a launch pad for greater engagement and understanding with regard to 
the notion of civil society in Northern Ireland. The NICVA AGM and conference was held on 
2 December 2005.  
 
Listed below is a summary of the strengths and weaknesses of civil society in Northern Ireland 
that emerged from our analysis are presented. 
 
1. STRENGTHS 
The structure of civil society in Northern Ireland, as defined by the CIVICUS indicators, is 
well developed and established. The amount of time devoted by individuals to volunteering is 
comparatively very high, as is the number of people donating to charity on a regular basis. 
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There are indications that a culture of giving, both financially and in terms of time to charity, 
exists in Northern Ireland. This clearly shows a high level of support for the charitable work of 
CSOs. The analysis of CSOs shows that CSOs are distributed widely throughout Northern 
Ireland, and that both membership and leadership are diverse and generally representative of 
the population (with the exception of gender equity in the higher job levels). The level of 
resources available to CSOs, both financial and in terms of human resources, was considered 
adequate to enable their effective working. Common provisos were put forward in relation to 
resources, namely they are not provided on a long-term basis and are insufficient compared to 
other parts of the UK. These complaints however, focus on the relative level of resources and 
are not an indication that the limited resources prevented a significant number of organisations 
from carrying out their core activities.  

Civil society organizations, acting as umbrella or network organisations, were considered to be 
effective, although there was little specific evidence available to allow a more objective 
assessment in this area. Furthermore, the general infrastructure for the support of CSOs 
provided by these organisations was assessed as adequate. Communication and cooperation 
among civil society actors were seen as reasonably well developed, and there were instances of 
successful and important campaigns as a result. However, it was felt that there needed to be 
greater structure and consistency in the levels of communication and cooperation between the 
main civil society actors. Underlying this issue, appears to be a lack of recognition of common 
aims and goals among the main social partners (voluntary and community sector, business, 
trade unions and the farmers) outside of government. This was demonstrated, to some extent, 
by the level of difficulty encountered when trying to persuade representatives from outside of 
the voluntary and community sector and academia to become involved in the NAG. The usual 
response from actors in business associations, the media, unions and the churches, once the 
project was explained, was that they did not really see the relevance of their participation to the 
project on their own sector. This issue is addressed more fully in the conclusion. 

 
The external environment surrounding civil society achieved the highest scores (2.4) of all the 
dimensions in the analysis, indicating that it is generally very supportive of CSOs’ activities. 
As part of the UK, citizens of Northern Ireland enjoy a wide range of civil, political and 
information access rights and a relatively high standard of living. Political rights and press 
freedoms are both rated highly, and corruption among public servants is negligible. Despite the 
hiatus with the local Assembly, scoring of the structure of party competition was rated highly 
and the state was seen as generally able to effectively carry out most of its major functions 
without opposition. Overall, the rule of law is upheld, although there are ongoing breaches of 
public order by paramilitary organisations and their supporters. However, overall, it appears 
that the major institutions of the state are trusted by most of the population, and 
decentralisation of government services is progressing quite satisfactorily. After many years of 
complaint, the centralised and over-bureaucratic system of local governance in Northern 
Ireland is due to undergo major changes, in order to bring it into line with standards in the rest 
of the UK. 
 
Civil society organizations are also well respected and trusted. Their relationship with the state 
is generally healthy, with a range of opportunities available for CSOs to contribute to policy 
formation and implementation, while maintaining their autonomy. A comprehensive 
government strategy now exists for the support of the civil society sector, and CSOs are 
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increasingly playing an important role in the delivery of public services. There are a range of 
tax laws and benefits available for the support of CSOs, although there is some concern that 
these are not utilised as much as they could be and that some taxes (e.g. VAT) are applied 
inappropriately to the activities of CSOs. Overall, however, the analysis of the external 
environment is positive and shows an environment that is generally supportive of the aims and 
activities of civil society. 
 
In Northern Ireland, CSOs have consistently held themselves up as standard bearers for 
democratic and humanistic values, able to function without becoming susceptible to the 
discrimination and intolerance that marked the lowest points of the ongoing conflict in 
Northern Ireland. The analysis generally reflects this view, as most CSOs are, by and large, 
considered free from corruption, financial malpractice and violence. There are many examples 
of civil society actions to promote peace and community relations, and to combat poverty. 
CSOs are viewed as engaging in gender equitable practices and demonstrating tolerance at all 
levels of their activities. As shall be discussed in the Weaknesses section, however, there is 
some concern about how proactive civil society is in promoting, rather than just practicing, 
positive values. This positive assessment of civil society values changes irrevocably when the 
actions and practices of ‘negative’ CSOs, such as paramilitary groups, is taken into account. 
Hopefully, the marked reduction in these anti-social activities following the ceasefires in the 
1990’s will continue so they become a negligible factor in any future assessment of the state of 
civil society in Northern Ireland. 
 

Exploring the impact of civil society in building capacity for collective action emerged with 
the highest score for this dimension, recognising the efforts of CSOs in supporting 
communities during periods when there was no effective government or state apparatus in 
existence. This is reflected in the high scores for empowering marginalised people, and women 
in particular, and in building social capital. Furthermore, CSOs rate highly for meeting social 
needs directly, particularly when it comes to the needs of traditionally marginalised groups in 
society and lobbying government to provide needed services. The results for the impact of civil 
society reinforce the widely held image of CSOs as being effective lobbyists and first-line 
providers of services to the most marginalised groups in society. The media review showed 
that CSOs effectively get their message across to fairly receptive media sources. However, it 
must be said that very little primary or secondary data was available for assessing many of 
these indicators. What data was available was supplemented with the expert views, opinions 
and experiences of the members of the National Advisory Group.  
 

Listed below is a summary of the main strengths of civil society in Northern Ireland as 
identified by this research? 

• High level of volunteer activity  
• High level of charitable donations  
• General function and structure of CSOs  
• Financial resources to adequate undertake activities 
• Generally conducive to civil society activities 
• General healthy relationship with the government 
• Adequate tax laws and tax benefits in terms of philanthropy 
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• Little or no corruption in CSOs 
• Promotion of non-violence (cross-community) 
• Eradication of poverty key priority for CSOs 
• Existence of gender equitable processes 
• CSOs generally strong on values 
• Building capacity for collective action 
• Empowering marginalised groups and women 
• CSOs generally viewed positively by the media 

 

2. WEAKNESSES 
As was described above, there are many positive elements of civil society and a foundation for 
a strong sector in Northern Ireland, with a generally supportive environment. However, of 
course areas of weakness exist, some weaknesses are surprising, and some require clear and 
consistent planning and development before there will be any real progress. Despite the 
positive scores received for both volunteering and giving to charity, there were aspects of both 
of these activities that appeared to be weak. In relation to volunteering this was the number of 
individuals who offered their services on a regular basis (35% of the population volunteer on a 
regular basis). Clearly, those who volunteer have a high level of commitment, but there is a 
need to increase the actual number of people volunteering on a regular basis. When it came to 
giving to charity, the level of giving was rated quite low in relation to percentage of overall 
personal income donated to charity, although it is higher than the rest of the UK, and 
proportionately higher based on the lower average salaries in Northern Ireland. It is clear that 
the ‘small change’ culture and the lack of planned giving in Northern Ireland is the real reason 
for the relatively low percentage of income being donated to charity. 
 
The level of collective community and non-partisan political action among people in Northern 
Ireland also emerged as a weak point. No doubt, the conflict has impacted the willingness of 
people to participate in such actions, but, overall, this is an area where the lack of cohesiveness 
between the various sectors of civil society is showing through. Collective actions in the past 
were taken over by partisan elements from both communities, in the form of rallying calls and 
expressions of defiance. Thus, they have acquired a negative image. The large rallies and 
actions organised by the Peace People campaign in the late 1970’s are one of the few effective 
examples of widespread civil society cooperation in collective non-violent protests. Now that 
the peace process has embedded itself a bit more in society, it may be easier to organise and 
mobilise such large-scale public actions as the threat of violence and intimidation has reduced. 
 
Despite the large number of CSOs in Northern Ireland (4,500+) there is surprisingly little 
information available about membership of these organisations. The consensus view is that 
membership is quite low, apart from church and faith-based groups, although further research 
is needed to establish the level of CSO membership more clearly. There are several 
international and UK or Republic of Ireland-based groups operating in Northern Ireland, but 
there does appear to be a lack of broader international linkages of local CSOs. This situation is 
improving as other countries look to civil society in Northern Ireland, as a successful example 
of a society emerging from a violent conflict.  
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Regulation of CSOs also emerged as an issue. No coherent structure is in place for regulation, 
and self-regulation has not happened. To date, there are no real indications of abuses or fraud 
by CSOs, but it is clear that CSOs and the general public would be happy with a more 
transparent and regulated system. The system for regulation that currently exists in Northern 
Ireland is potentially open to fraud and as it currently stands there is little or no legislative 
cover for charities or the general public if fraudulent activities are to occur. 
 
Within a generally enabling external environment for civil society, support from the private 
sector emerged as a weak element. The data indicated that the level of support from the private 
sector was less than in other areas of the UK. Overall, the CSI assessment found that both the 
relationship between civil society and the private sector, and the level of support from the latter 
could be much improved. Social tolerance also received a low score in the environment 
dimension. This reflects the fact that, although overtly violent and discriminatory attacks have 
largely disappeared, there is still a considerable level of distrust and poor relations between the 
two main communities. Residential segregation also appears to have increased and there are no 
signs that the numerous ‘peace walls’ (physical divisions between areas of different religions, 
mostly in Belfast and Derry) in the two largest cities are going to be removed. It also appears 
that violent attacks on ethnic minorities and migrant worker individuals and communities are 
on the increase. Thus, while on the surface it may appear that society in Northern Ireland has 
moved on from the years of outright conflict, underneath, all is not well in terms of tolerance 
and community relations. This has obvious consequences for civil society as the aim of 
developing engagement and reconciliation between the two communities will continue to be a 
difficult aspiration.  
 
Whereas the internal practice of democratic, humanistic and progressive values within civil 
society was assessed as rather strong, the extent of activities undertaken by CSOs to promote 
these values, in wider society, clearly requires further work. For example, no examples were 
found of CSOs involved in promoting democracy or democratic practices. The assessment also 
concluded that more could be done by CSOs to sustain the environment and become involved 
in actions to promote sustainability. Overall, despite a positive evaluation of civil society 
values, the practice and promotion of some of these values was shown to be an area of relative 
weakness. 
 
Activities by civil society to hold both the state and the private sector accountable for their 
actions were conspicuous by their absence in Northern Ireland. It is understandable that CSOs 
would be reluctant to criticise one of their main sources of funding, namely government, but 
there is no reason why this reticence should apply to the private sector. CSOs were shown to 
have a significant role in upholding human rights and influencing public policies although it is 
clear that there is room for some improvement in both of these areas. Their impact was much 
less when it came to having an impact on the national budgeting process. It is likely that CSOs 
have found from past experience that this is not an effective tactic to confront government; 
however some campaigning and anti-poverty organisations continue to do so. It was speculated 
that CSOs have found other, more effective, channels in which to lobby and further their 
interests, and there are examples where this has effectively resulted in the provision of 
additional funding. It is also likely that government is very protective of their prerogative to 
make the ultimate decisions about a core aspect of their authority and power, the allocation of 
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public money. Overall, the analysis indicates that civil society is having a positive impact on 
many of the areas examined but this should not lead to complacency as, given the level of 
organisation and resources available to CSOs, greater gains could be made with a more 
consistently applied effort. 
 
Listed below is a summary of the main weaknesses of civil society in Northern Ireland as 
identified by this research: 
 

• Breadth of volunteering 
• Proportion of overall income donated to charity 
• Collective community and non-partisan action 
• Membership levels of CSOs 
• Self-regulation 
• Support from private sector 
• Lack of tolerance 
• CSO registration and monitoring 
• Promotion of democracy and democratic processes 
• Gender equity  
• Campaigns and practices to promote values  
• Impact on national budgeting process 
• Holding the state accountable  
• Holding private sector accountable 
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V RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION  
 
Throughout this research process an underlying issue regarding civil society in Northern 
Ireland relates to the limited level of knowledge and acceptance of the concept itself. Many of 
the professionals contacted and consulted during the CSI project had no real understanding of 
what was meant by the term ‘civil society’. Even those who had encountered the term had an 
erroneous or incomplete understanding of what it signifies or encompasses. In the case of at 
least one individual, their understanding related to a competing, and completely different, 
concept being promoted by a UK-based think-tank called CIVITAS who title themselves ‘The 
Institute for the Study of Civil Society’ (http://www.civitas.org.uk/). It is increasingly clear that 
a lot of work must still be done to promote and educate stakeholders about civil society, before 
a moderate level of knowledge and understanding of civil society, as a distinct concept and 
sphere of operation throughout voluntary organisations in Northern Ireland, will exist. Clearly 
there is a need in Northern Ireland to examine initiatives that will continue the process of 
increasing the profile of the concept. However, it is likely that a longer-term strategy is 
required to build on this beginning.  
 
Unfortunately, there are also issues of acceptance in relation to the civil society concept in 
Northern Ireland. From the earliest stage in the research process, establishing the NAG, it was 
apparent that individuals from the media and the private sector, in particular, had difficulty 
accepting that they had any interests in common with the voluntary and community sector. 
There was even greater resistance to the idea that all of these disparate organisations made up a 
separate sphere or sector known as ‘civil society’, which is held together only by the fact that 
they were not part of the state, private sector or the family. There was of course recognition 
that each of the various elements could, and had, come together around specific issues or 
campaigns, and that their interests could at times converge. However, overall, these incidents 
were seen as isolated and not a sufficiently strong indicator of underlying common bonds.  
 
Promotion of the idea of civil society requires much more work to ensure that it is accepted, let 
alone embedded, in media and private sector organisations. This is also true in relation to some 
of the other types of organisations, such as churches and academia that participated in the 
National Advisory Group. The most effective way to deal with this situation would be if a civil 
society ‘champion’ (individual or organisation) could be identified from within each sector to 
lead a promotion and education campaign. The existing forum for the main social partners, 
Concordia, would be the ideal vehicle to carry on this type of campaign, since its members are 
already committed to cooperation and the promotion of common interests. 
 
Turning to the main findings of the CSI project, the issue of civil society’s transparency and 
lack of a campaign to promote it within civil society emerged as a main concern. The CSI 
analysis showed that, in general, CSOs can be very effective and successful when they 
cooperate to campaign on major issues. The likely introduction of a Charity Commission-style 
agency would be an ideal opportunity to mount a major campaign focused on transparency in 
CSOs and it is hoped that this will form part of the task of this new body. Alongside any 
guidance and promotion coming from this new agency, it would be useful to begin a 
consultation exercise among CSOs to focus on a series of guidelines about best practices in 
relation to transparency and accountability. This proactive action would ready organisations for 
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the time when legal requirements, in relation to transparency, will be in place and show that the 
civil society sector takes its responsibilities in this area seriously. 
 
Another issue of concern relates to the extent of gender equity within CSOs. Research has 
shown (NICVA, 2003) that there is effectively a ‘glass ceiling’ in place for women employed 
in the voluntary and community sector, whereby they are under-represented at higher 
management levels. NICVA also introduced a major management training programme to 
enable those working in the sector to access subsidised places to improve their management 
skills. This will hopefully have an impact by providing skills and support to the many women 
in the sector who seek management positions. However, there is much more that could be done 
in this area by CSOs themselves. The unions could, for example, organise an information 
campaign among their members and employers focused on the need for greater gender equity.  
 
It is obvious that a strategy needs to be put into place to develop the relationship between the 
private sector and CSOs. There is great potential for financial and other types of support from 
the private sector and, conversely, good public relations and other rewards for companies and 
corporations that provide such support for CSOs. The development of this relationship requires 
education and promotion from both parties. Corporate social responsibility has not received the 
attention and input that it has in other parts of the UK. Even though the largest corporations are 
based in the mainland UK, there are many indigenous companies in Northern Ireland, with 
significant turnovers, capable of making a substantial donation to civil society through 
financial and other resources. CSOs need to develop relationships with individual local 
companies as well as promote the overall idea of a socially responsible approach by private 
corporations, and make companies aware of the benefits that this can bring. Membership 
organisations in the business world, such as Business in the Community, need to highlight the 
issue of corporate social responsibility and the need to support civil society, while clearly 
outlining the benefits to be gained. Some of this work has already been begun by Business in 
the Community, but, as the data indicates, it is not enough and it needs to be supported by a 
progressive campaign from within civil society. 
 
Tracking the accountability of both state and private corporations was another weakness for 
CSOs. It is possible that many CSOs feel the existing structures (compacts, consultative fora 
and agreements) are adequate for holding the state accountable for its policies and promises. 
However, the existence of organisations, such as the Committee on the Administration of 
Justice or Amnesty, highlights the fact that organisation feel that someone needs to monitor the 
accountability of the state in relation to human rights. The creation of an organisation that 
would monitor state accountability in relation to all the other areas that civil society has 
dealings with would be considered a worthwhile development in Northern Ireland, as such a 
body does not exist. This is something that an existing body, such as NICVA, could do through 
the development of a website covering the main areas of government policy, related to civil 
society and assessing their progress in achieving their stated aims on a regular basis. Such a 
tool could highlight both the successes and failures of the state in dealing with civil society and 
act as a barometer of accountability and help draw the attention of the government and the 
public to those areas where little or no progress is being made.  
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Holding private corporations accountable for their actions did not emerge as an important 
feature of civil society in Northern Ireland. There are isolated examples of participation by 
CSOs, in particular environmental groups, in UK or international campaigns against particular 
conglomerates. The proximity of Northern Ireland to the UK, and the wide range of 
organisations involved in such work, has probably resulted in no great need for a local 
organisation of this type. It is also likely that participation in such campaigns is higher than it 
appears, since there was no original research or data available for this indicator that was 
specific to Northern Ireland.  
 
Another area where further research is required relates to membership of CSOs, as without this 
data it is difficult to make any real estimate of the size of civil society and the level of support 
it receives from the public at large. 
 
The final recommendation relates to the issue of tolerance and community relations. CSOs 
have been involved in several high-profile campaigns designed to promote tolerance and better 
community relations between the two main communities. It is difficult, however, to see 
immediate effects in society at large, resulting from these, or the major government resources 
poured into similar programmes. The available data points towards mounting tensions and 
mistrust between the Protestant and Catholic communities. Influential though they can be, 
CSOs are only one part of the puzzle, when it comes to solving the underlying issues of cross-
community division. However, by setting a good example for the rest of society to follow, they 
can have an impact. Civil society can ensure that their own organisations have representation 
from both communities in their management structures, and that efforts are made in local 
communities to reduce the duplication of public resources by not having organisations for both 
sides of the community, effectively carrying out the same task. There is also much that CSOs 
can do within their own fields of work to encourage greater tolerance and respect for people 
from both communities, as well as the newer ethnic and migrant worker communities. An 
explicit process of self-examination is required to ensure that civil society itself is doing all that 
it can to end intolerance and divisive practices. This audit and exploration of the practices of 
CSOs has never occurred in Northern Ireland, probably because it is inherently difficult and 
given the political situation perhaps it is too sensitive to undertake at this time. It is also never 
easy to admit bad practices or accept critical self-examination. As part of the wider society, 
CSOs are likely, to a greater or lesser extent, to share the views and prejudices common to 
society at large. Civil society has been a leader in Northern Ireland in dealing with social 
problems and should not be afraid to lead when it is time to expose itself to a painful process of 
self-examination, which might serve as a model of learning for other elements of society. 
 
The ultimate stage in the CSI project is the scoring of all the indicators by the NAG, based on 
the data collected, and the production of the Civil Society Diamond for Northern Ireland, 
which visualizes the project findings for the four dimensions: structure, environment, values 
and impact. Although this reductionism may seem a simplistic way to treat the large quantity 
of data collected during the project, the Civil Society Diamond offers a simple and clear cut 
visual summary that enables easy comparisons across the wide range of countries involved in 
the CSI project. There is a debate as to how meaningful the relatively crude Diamond can be as 
a comparative tool, how it may obscure the individuality of civil society in each of the 
countries and how it might reduce the particular nuggets of detail, that often define the real 
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essence of civil society. Nevertheless the Diamond does provide a basis and contextual 
framework from which the state of civil society across a range of inherently different countries 
(from a political, cultural and economic perspective) can be measured and assessed.  
 
The process involved in scoring the indicators and summating them for each of the four 
dimensions of civil society is thorough and comprehensive. The research team initially scored 
each of the indicators based on their assessment based on all of the data that has been collected 
– the background country report, social forces analysis, the community survey, the CSR and 
media reviews. The scores range from 0-3 with specific descriptive scoring criteria appropriate 
to each indicator. These scores were then presented to the NAG so that, using their experience 
and professional judgement, a final score was agreed through a consensual process. Once 
scored the indicators were summated for each of the four dimensions. Finally, the dimension 
scores were used to generate the CSI Diamond with each dimension score divided by the 
number of indicators to arrive at a mean score. The CSI Diamond for Northern Ireland is 
shown in figure V.1.1, below.  
 
One of the countries to most recently complete a CSI report and Diamond is Scotland, so it is 
interesting to compare their scores with Northern Ireland. The Scottish scores for the four 
dimensions are: Structure 2.2, Environment 2.4, Values 2.8 and Impact 2.2. Both countries thus 
have relatively similar scores under the Environment, Values and Impact Dimensions, which 
given that both countries fall under the same political and economic jurisdiction, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that such similarities exist. However, the distribution of scores under the Structure 
dimension reveals some very interesting differences. The Scottish scores reveal a more 
developed Structure in which civil society operates. It may appear that Northern Ireland should 
have a relatively similar score to that of Scotland as there are a lot of resources available to 
CSOs. However, the extent of citizen participation in Northern Ireland is judged to be much 
lower than in the Scotland which can be attributed to the legacy of the conflict where non-
partisan political action has often not had the room or support to develop and grow as in other 
regions of the UK. Using this example it appears the Diamond is capable of differentiating 
between the two countries in terms of their civil society structures. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                            
  

CIVICUS Civil Society Index Report for Northern Ireland 

74

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Another factor that has a bearing on the scores produced for Northern Ireland is the fact that 
many of the legislative and economic factors that shape and influence society in Northern 
Ireland are administered directly from Westminster and through the devolved Assembly. The 
situation of course is different in Scotland where the Scottish Parliament has created much 
more defined structures in terms of accountability and policy development. Since 2002 
however, this has been the case in Northern Ireland and given the circumstances the scoring 
and assessment of civil society in Northern Ireland has been influenced by this political 
situation.  
 
The external environment in which civil society exists is clearly very supportive of its aims and 
activities. The score for this dimension would have nearly reached the maximum if the 
relationship between civil society and the private sector would not have been assessed as only 
moderately enabling. With regard to civil society’s values, it emerged that CSOs need to 
preach as much as they practice, as there was a deficit in some areas of promoting values. 
These deficits relate to very specific areas, such as transparency and gender equitable practices 
which can be easily targeted by CSOs if the will to do so exists. Finally, CSOs in Northern 
Ireland clearly need to examine the Impact of their activities and programmes, since there is 
significant room for improvement in this area. This is particularly true when the focus in the 
accountability of both the state and private corporations. 

Figure V.1.1: Northern Ireland Civil Society Diamond 
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So what are the next steps in this process? Clearly there are issues when trying to describe the 
relative strengths and weaknesses of civil society in Northern Ireland of which many have been 
discussed throughout this report. Nevertheless the empathic response from delegates at 
NICVA’s Annual Conference in Belfast, on 2 December 2005, was yes it does exist, but many 
challenges lie ahead in terms of fostering collective action and increasing tolerance within what 
is still a divided society. A number of recommendations and comments regarding civil society 
in Northern Ireland emanated from the conference and are listed below under a number of 
headings.  
 
As discussed throughout this report there is no one single organisation in Northern Ireland that 
can claim to be the accepted champion of civil society. This was certainly a common theme 
during the discussion held at the conference and as such there was no agreement as to where 
the strategic vision for civil society in Northern Ireland should come from. Therefore, it is 
recommended that those organisations which are currently best placed to represent the 
component parts of civil society should convene a strategy working group to examine how best 
to promote, develop and ultimately champion civil society in Northern Ireland. It is suggested 
through the Concordia social partners grouping that this process be initiated.  
 
Finally, there is again the continuing lack of recognition of the civil society concept in 
Northern Ireland, among organisations that supposedly make up ‘civil society’. Despite the 
best efforts of the research team, it has consistently proved difficult to gain acceptance of the 
concept. This was also demonstrated when attempting to recruit participants for the NAG, 
many of whom were sceptical about the value of the concept and thus the whole foundation of 
the CSI project. This was particularly true of organisations outside of the voluntary and 
community sector, such as members of the media, business and the churches, all of whom had 
great difficulty accepting the validity and the value of the CSI project. Hopefully, this final 
report will help persuade society of the value of the concept and the project and, ultimately, 
forge a real sense of a civil society sector in Northern Ireland. 
 
The issue of promotion was discussed from two different perspectives. First, delegates felt that 
it was important to promote the concept of civil society itself as it is not a concept that has a 
great deal of currency in Northern Ireland at the moment. Many felt that diversity in the sector, 
while good and a reflection of realities on the ground makes it difficult to agree on a common 
approach or agenda. Therefore any strategy focused on developing civil society must as one of 
its core principles attempt to inform and debate with all the key actors of what civil society is 
and how their respective sectors contribute to civil society.  
 
Conversely there is also a very evident need to engage more directly with the general public as 
the level of non-political collective action is very low in Northern Ireland compared to other 
regions in the UK. Therefore it is proposed that any communication or promotional strategy 
should attempt to make the concept of civil society more real for people and what the benefits 
of becoming more involved both individually and collectively are.  
 
There are a wide range of initiatives that were suggested to help promote civil society and 
ultimately engender an environment that allows the space for the individual to become more 



                                            
  

CIVICUS Civil Society Index Report for Northern Ireland 

76

 

involved in non-partisan collective action. Suggestions include civil society being included in 
the school curriculum to getting civil society more involved in the democratic process (the 
Women’s Coalition was used as one example of this). One other suggestion would be to 
encourage people to become more involved in the community planning process, which is soon 
to become an integral part of the new district council structures in Northern Ireland. The 
overriding feeling with regard to generating greater involvement by the general public is to 
inform people how they can influence the decision making process (locally and nationally) so 
that they feel they have a greater involvement in society.  
 
Of course a strategy outlining the role civil society should play in Northern Ireland and how 
the concept itself can be promoted is necessary to ensure the future development of a vibrant 
and dynamic civil society in Northern Ireland. However, without having a common 
understanding of what civil society should do, no matter how good the strategy is the 
likelihood of success is greatly reduced. Therefore, a vision of the role that civil society should 
play is perhaps the most important step in articulating how civil society can impact the 
divisions that still exist in Northern Ireland. Ultimately, civil society needs to be mobilised to 
increase support among institutions and the wider general public for a tolerant shared society.  
 
It is perhaps inevitable in Northern Ireland that despite the significant political achievements of 
the last decade, the view of civil society and its role reflects very much the fragmented nature 
of society as a whole. There is no clear, unifying agenda that underlines what civil society can 
hope to achieve, but it is incumbent upon all those organisations which operate within this 
arena to promote the values and principles that underpin all civil society in Northern Ireland. 
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Appendix 1: Research methodology and data collection 
 
The Northern Ireland implementation of the CSI project utilised a range of quantitative and 
qualitative research methods including: a representative population survey, regional 
stakeholder consultations, a media review, a profile of corporate social giving, expert opinion 
on the range of social forces and a widespread review of existing data sources. Each of these 
elements of the project methodology will be described in this section and discussed in terms of 
their relative success in the Northern Ireland context. 
 
The research began with a comprehensive review of all existing quantitative and qualitative 
data relevant to each of the dimensions and indicators, which were pulled together in a 
background country report. This proved to be an extremely useful exercise as it brought 
together for the first time all available data sources of relevance to civil society and highlighted 
the gaps that existed in this data. Copies of this document are available from NICVA. There 
was also a review of corporate social responsibility (CSR) or giving by the top 15 private 
companies operating in Northern Ireland (see Appendix 3).  
 
This was followed by a population survey based on a representative sample of adults that 
focused on, among others, citizens’ value dispositions, individual giving to charity, activities 
within civil society and attitudes towards and engagement with civil society. The third stage 
involved the review of a range of media sources in Northern Ireland to assess their coverage of 
civil society issues (see Appendix 2). The fourth stage of the research was an attempt to engage 
civil society practitioners, through a series of stakeholder consultations, planned on a regional 
basis in order to include the widest possible response.  
 
It is perhaps worthwhile to look at some of the issues surrounding the Stakeholder 
consultations, as they were the only element of the methodology that explicitly attempted to 
measure civil society. Stakeholder consultations are considered to be another key stage in the 
CSI methodology, whereby initial data on civil society is opened up for comments and 
consultation by a wide range of representatives from CSOs. The aim is to generate debate and 
receive feedback from civil society practitioners, and to ensure as much as possible, that 
members of each section of civil society, by type and geographical location have an 
opportunity to participate in the exercise and contribute to the final analysis. In the proposed 
methodology it is envisaged as a series of in-depth meetings made up of representatives from 
all aspects of civil society in a larger mirror-image of the NAG. Consultations participants 
would be chosen by the research team, the members of the NAG and other appropriate experts 
as being key players in local civil society or at least knowledgeable about the main issues. 
Once chosen, participants would be sent a lengthy questionnaire to elicit their views on a wide 
range of issues relevant to civil society in their area to complete before attendance at the 
consultations.  
 
Unfortunately, despite widespread publicity and direct personal contact, attendance at these 
consultations in Northern Ireland was abysmal. It proved possible to hold only one consultation 
in Belfast, with only six participants. In an attempt to make up for this poor response, the 
research team designed an online questionnaire on the key consultation issues that was hosted 
on a specially designed section of the NICVA website. In total there were 28 responses to this 
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online questionnaire, which were then collated, together with the feedback from the one 
consultation held. These fed into the data that the NAG based the final scoring on.  
 
While disappointing, this poor response to the consultation exercise must be seen as a valid 
part of the research project. There is a substantial amount of ‘consultation fatigue’ among 
many voluntary and community organisations, due to the number and level of responses 
required to current government legislation and policies. Furthermore, the level of involvement 
required, in terms of staff time and resources attending the consultation and completing the 
questionnaire, always resulted in a low turnout. Also, there was no funding available to pay for 
participants’ expenses, and it was unlikely, that a possible level of payment would compensate 
most organisations for the resources they would have provided in order to participate.  
 
Finally, there is again the continuing lack of recognition of the civil society concept in 
Northern Ireland, among organisations that supposedly make up ‘civil society’. Despite the 
best efforts of the research team, it has consistently proved difficult to gain acceptance of the 
concept. This was also demonstrated when attempting to recruit participants for the NAG, 
many of whom were sceptical about the value of the concept and thus the whole foundation of 
the CSI project. 
 
All the data gathered through these approaches was collated and presented to the National 
Advisory Group (NAG) for the scoring which led to the creation of the Northern Ireland Civil 
Society Diamond. The Diamond will be presented later in the report. The project ran from 
April 2004 until August 2005. At all times, the project team made efforts to keep the public 
and other interested parties up to date on project developments, through news items and a 
special page on the NICVA website (www.nicva.org). The result of the project is the first 
comprehensive and detailed review of data on civil society in Northern Ireland, a series of 
reports on several specific aspects of civil society and this report, which is a participatory and 
expert evaluation of the state of civil society in Northern Ireland at the beginning of the 21st 
century (Individual giving Survey 2004). 
 
NICVA commissioned Research and Evaluation Services (RES) to carry out a survey of 
individual charitable giving as part of their omnibus survey in October 2004. We also included 
a range of questions looking at trust in charities, transparency, funding and effectiveness and 
what makes a good citizen. During the telephone interviews 1,000 individuals (aged 16 and 
over) were asked about their giving behaviour over the past four weeks together with the other 
questions.  
 
Respondents were drawn from the 2001 Register of Electors and the sample was generated 
using a probability-based stratified random sample utilising probability proportionate to size 
(PPS). A sample of 1,000 is sufficient to give a representative picture of the population of 
Northern Ireland by sex, age, social class and religion. Comparisons with the Northern Ireland 
census, 2001, indicate that in terms of gender, age, marital and employment status indicates 
that the sample generated closely approximates the distribution of respondents in the 
population at large. 
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Appendix 2: CSI scoring matrix 
1 – STRUCTURE 

1.1 - Breadth of citizen participation 
Description: How widespread is citizen involvement in civil society? What proportion of 
citizens engage in civil society activities? 
1.1.1 - Non-partisan political action 
Description: What percentage of people have ever undertaken any form of non-partisan political action (e.g. 
written a letter to a newspaper, signed a petition, attended a demonstration)? 

A very small minority (less than 10%). Score 0 
A minority (10% to 30%) Score 1 
A significant proportion (31% to 65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

1.1.2 - Charitable giving  
Description: What percentage of people donate to charity on a regular basis? 

A very small minority (less than 10%) Score 0 
A minority (10% to 30%) Score 1 
A significant proportion (31% to 65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

1.1.3 - CSO membership 
Description: What percentage of people belong to at least one CSO?  

A small minority (less than 30%) Score 0 
A minority (30% to 50%) Score 1 
A majority (51% to 65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

1.1.4 - Volunteering 
Description: What percentage of people undertake volunteer work on a regular basis (at least once a year)? 

A very small minority (less than 10%) Score 0 
A small minority (10% to 30%) Score 1 
A minority (31% to 50%) Score 2 
A majority (more than 50%) Score 3 

1.1.5 - Collective community action 
Description: What percentage of people have participated in a collective community action within the last 
year (e.g. attended a community meeting, participated in a community-organised event or a collective effort 
to solve a community problem)? 

A small minority (less than 30%) Score 0 
A minority (30% -50%) Score 1 
A majority (51% to 65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

1.2 - Depth of citizen participation 

Description: How deep/meaningful is citizen participation in civil society? How 
frequently/extensively do people engage in civil society activities? 
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1. 2.1 - Charitable giving 
Description: How much (i.e. what percentage of personal income) do people who give to charity on a regular 
basis donate, on average, per year? 

Less than 1% Score 0 
1% to 2% Score 1 
2.1% to 3% Score 2 
More than 3% Score 3 

 
1.2.2 - Volunteering 
Description: How many hours per month, on average, do volunteers devote to volunteer work? 

Less than 2 hours Score 0 
2 to 5 hours Score 1 
5.1 to 8 hours Score 2 
More than 8 hours. Score 3 

1.2.3 - CSO membership 
Description: What percentage of CSO members belong to more than one CSO? 

A small minority (less than 30%) Score 0 
A minority (30% to 50%) Score 1 
A majority (51% to 65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

1.3 - Diversity of civil society participants 
Description: How diverse/representative is the civil society arena? Do all social groups 
participate equitably in civil society? Are any groups dominant or excluded? 
1.3.1 - CSO membership 
Description: To what extent do CSOs represent all significant social groups (e.g. women, rural dwellers, poor 
people and minorities)? 

Significant social groups are absent / excluded from CSOs. Score 0 
Significant social groups are largely absent from CSOs. Score 1 
Significant social groups are under-represented in CSOs. Score 2 
CSOs equitably represent all social groups. No group is noticeably under-represented. Score 3 

1.3.2 - CSO leadership 
Description: To what extent is there diversity in CSO leadership? To what extent does CSO leadership 
represent all significant social groups (e.g. women, rural dwellers, poor people, and minorities)? 

Significant social groups are absent / excluded from CSO leadership roles. Score 0 
Significant social groups are largely absent from CSO leadership roles. Score 1 
Significant social groups are under-represented in CSO leadership roles. Score 2 
CSO leadership equitably represents all social groups. No group is noticeably under-represented. Score 3 

1.3.3 Distribution of CSOs 
Description: How are CSOs distributed throughout the country? 

CSOs are highly concentrated in the major urban centres. Score 0 
CSOs are largely concentrated in urban areas. Score 1 
CSOs are present in all but the most remote areas of the country. Score 2 
CSOs are present in all areas of the country. Score 3 

1.4. - Level of organisation 
Description: How well-organised is civil society? What kind of infrastructure exists for civil 
society? 
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1.4.1 - Existence of CSO umbrella bodies 
Description: What percentage of CSOs belong to a federation or umbrella body of related organisations? 

A small minority (less than 30%) Score 0 
A minority (30% to 50%) Score 1 
A majority (51% to 70%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 70%) Score 3 

1.4.2 - Effectiveness of CSO umbrella bodies 
Description: How effective do CSO stakeholders judge existing federations or umbrella bodies to be in 
achieving their defined goals? 

Completely ineffective (or non-existent) Score 0 
Largely ineffective Score 1 
Somewhat effective Score 2 
Effective Score 3 

1.4.3 - Self-regulation 
Description: Are there efforts among CSOs to self-regulate? How effective and enforceable are existing self-
regulatory mechanisms? What percentage of CSOs abide by a collective code of conduct (or some other form 
of self-regulation)? 

There are no efforts among CSOs to self-regulate. Score 0 
Preliminary efforts have been to self-regulate but only a small minority of CSOs are involved and 
impact is extremely limited. Score 1 

Some mechanisms for CSO self-regulation are in place but only some sectors of CSOs are involved 
and there is no effective method of enforcement. As a result, impact is limited. Score 2 

Mechanisms for CSO self-regulation are in place and function quite effectively. A discernible 
impact on CSO behaviour can be detected. Score 3 

1.4.4 - Support infrastructure 
Description: What is the level of support infrastructure for civil society? How many civil society support 
organisations exist in the country? Are they effective? 

There is no support infrastructure for civil society. Score 0 
There is very limited infrastructure for civil society. Score 1 
Support infrastructure exists for some sectors of civil society and is expanding. Score 2 
There is a well-developed support infrastructure for civil society. Score 3 

1.4.5 - International linkages 
Description: What proportion of CSOs have international linkages (e.g. are members of international 
networks, participate in global events)? 

Only a handful of “elite” CSOs have international linkages. Score 0 
A limited number of (mainly national-level) CSOs have international linkages. Score 1 
A moderate number of (mainly national-level) CSOs have international linkages. Score 2 
A significant number of CSOs from different sectors and different levels (grassroots to national) 
have international linkages. Score 3 

1.5 - Inter-relations 

Description: How strong / productive are relations among civil society actors? 
1.5.1 - Communication 
Description: What is the extent of communication between civil society actors? 

Very little Score 0 
Limited Score 1 
Moderate Score 2 
Significant Score 3 
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1.5.2 – Cooperation 
Description: How much do civil society actors cooperate with each other on issues of common concern? Can 
examples of cross-sectoral CSO alliances/coalitions (around a specific issue or common concern) be 
identified? 

CS actors do not cooperate with each other on issues of common concern. No examples of cross-
sectoral CSO alliances/coalitions can be identified / detected. Score 0 

It is very rare that CS actors cooperate with each other on issues of common concern. Very few 
examples of cross-sectoral CSO alliances / coalitions can be identified / detected. Score 1 

CS actors on occasion cooperate with each other on issues of common concern. Some examples of 
cross-sectoral CSO alliances / coalitions can be identified / detected. Score 2 

CS actors regularly cooperate with each other on issues of common concern. Numerous examples 
of cross-sectoral CSO alliances / coalitions can be identified / detected. Score 3 

1.6 – Resources 

Description: To what extent do CSOs have adequate resources to achieve their goals? 
1.6.1 - Financial resources 
Description: How adequate is the level of financial resources for CSOs? 

On average, CSOs suffer from a serious financial resource problem. Score 0 
On average, CSOs have inadequate financial resources to achieve their goals. Score 1 
On average, CSOs have most of the financial resources they require to achieve their defined goals. Score 2 
On average, CSOs have an adequate and secure financial resource base. Score 3 

1.6.2 - Human resources 
Description: How adequate is the level of human resources for CSOs? 

On average, CSOs suffer from a serious human resource problem. Score 0 
On average, CSOs have inadequate human resources to achieve their goal. Score 1 
On average, CSOs have most of the human resources they require to achieve their defined goals. Score 2 
On average, CSOs have an adequate and secure human resource base. Score 3 

1.6.3 - Technological and infrastructural resources 
Description: How adequate is the level of technological and infrastructural resources for CSOs? 

On average, CSOs suffer from a serious technological and infrastructural resource problem. Score 0 
On average, CSOs have inadequate technological and infrastructural resources to achieve their 
goals. Score 1 

On average, CSOs have most of the technological and infrastructural resources they require to 
achieve their defined goals. Score 2 

On average, CSOs have an adequate and secure technological and infrastructural resource base. Score 3 
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2 - ENVIRONMENT5  
2.1 - Political context 

Description: What is the political situation in the country and its impact on civil society? 
2.1.1 - Political rights 
Description: How strong are the restrictions on citizens’ political rights (e.g. to participate freely in political 
processes, elect political leaders through free and fair elections, freely organise in political parties)? 

There are severe restrictions on the political rights of citizens. Citizens cannot participate in 
political processes. Score 0 

There are some restrictions on the political rights of citizens and their participation in political 
processes. Score 1 

Citizens are endowed with substantial political rights and meaningful opportunities for political 
participation. There are minor and isolated restrictions on the full freedom of citizens’ political 
rights and their participation in political processes. 

Score 2 

People have the full freedom and choice to exercise their political rights and meaningfully 
participate in political processes. Score 3 

2.1.2 - Political competition 
Description: What are the main characteristics of the party system in terms of number of parties, ideological 
spectrum, institutionalisation and party competition? 

Single party system. Score 0 
Small number of parties based on personalism, clientelism or appealing to identity politics. Score 1 
Multiple parties, but weakly institutionalised and / or lacking ideological distinction. Score 2 
Robust, multi-party competition, with well-institutionalised and ideologically diverse parties. Score 3 

2.1.3 - Rule of law 
Description: To what extent is the rule of law entrenched in the country? 

There is general disregard for the law by citizens and the state. Score 0 
There is low confidence in and frequent violations of the law by citizens and the state. Score 1 
There is a moderate level of confidence in the law. Violations of the law by citizens and the state 
are not uncommon. Score 2 

Society is governed by fair and predictable rules, which are generally abided by. Score 3 

2.1.4 – Corruption 
Description: What is the level of perceived corruption in the public sector? 

High Score 0 
Substantial Score 1 
Moderate Score 2 
Low Score 3 

2.1.5 – State effectiveness 
Description: To what extent is the state able to fulfil its defined functions? 

The state bureaucracy has collapsed or is entirely ineffective (e.g. due to political, economic or 
social crisis). Score 0 

The capacity of the state bureaucracy is extremely limited. Score 1 
State bureaucracy is functional but perceived as incompetent and / or non-responsive. Score 2 
State bureaucracy is fully functional and perceived to work in the public’s interests. Score 3 

 

                                          
5 For most of the indicators, secondary data sources are available for a broad range of countries. For each indicator, 
the scores indicate how to translate the original secondary data into the 4-point scale of the CSI scoring matrix. 
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2.1.6 – Decentralisation 
Description: To what extent is government expenditure devolved to sub-national authorities? 

Sub-national share of government expenditure is less than 20.0%. Score 0 
Sub-national share of government expenditure is between 20.0% and 34.9%. Score 1 
Sub-national share of government expenditure is between 35.0% than 49.9%. Score 2 
Sub-national share of government expenditure is more than 49.9%. Score 3 

2.2 - Basic freedoms and rights 

Description: To what extent are basic freedoms ensured by law and in practice? 
2.2.1 - Civil liberties 
Description: To what extent are civil liberties (e.g. freedom of expression, association, assembly) ensured by 

law and in practice? 
Civil liberties are systematically violated. Score 0 
There are frequent violations of civil liberties. Score 1 
There are isolated or occasional violations of civil liberties. Score 2 
Civil liberties are fully ensured by law and in practice. Score 3 

2.2.2 - Information rights 
Description: To what extent is public access to information guaranteed by law? How accessible are 

government documents to the public? 
No laws guarantee information rights. Citizen access to government documents is extremely 
limited. Score 0 

Citizen access to government documents is limited but expanding. Score 1 
Legislation regarding public access to information is in place, but in practice, it is difficult to obtain 
government documents.  Score 2 

Government documents are broadly and easily accessible to the public. Score 3 

2.2.3 - Press freedoms 
Description: To what extent are press freedoms ensured by law and in practice? 

Press freedoms are systematically violated. Score 0 
There are frequent violations of press freedoms. Score 1 
There are isolated violations of press freedoms. Score 2 
Freedom of the press is fully ensured by law and in practice. Score 3 

2.3 - Socio-economic context6 

Description: What is the socio-economic situation in the country and its impact on civil 
society? 

2.3.1 - Socio-economic context 
Description: How much do socio-economic conditions in the country represent a barrier to the effective 

functioning of civil society? 
Social and economic conditions represent a serious barrier to the effective functioning of civil 
society. More than five of the following conditions are present:  
1. Widespread poverty (e.g. more than 40% of people live on $2 per day) 
2. Civil war (armed conflict in last 5 years) 
3. Severe ethnic and/or religious conflict  
4.  Severe economic crisis (e.g. external debt is more than GNP) 
5. Severe social crisis (over last 2 years) 
6. Severe socio-economic inequities (Gini coefficient > 0.4) 

Score 0 

                                          
6 This sub-dimension/indicator is not broken up into individual indicators to facilitate and simplify scoring. The 
sub-dimension/indicator consists of 8 socio-economic conditions which are of importance to civil society. The 
scores for this indicator are designed in such a way that they indicate how many socio-economic obstacles are there 
for civil society (max: 8; min: 0). The task for the NAG scoring meeting is to simply verify the number of obstacles 
(as identified by the secondary data) and assign the score accordingly.  
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7. Pervasive adult illiteracy (over 40%) 
8. Lack of IT infrastructure (i.e. less than 5 hosts per 10.000 inhabitants) 
Social and economic conditions significantly limit the effective functioning of civil society. Three, 
four or five of the conditions indicated are present.  Score 1 

Social and economic conditions somewhat limit the effective functioning of civil society. One or 
two of the conditions indicated are present. Score 2 

Social and economic conditions do not represent a barrier to the effective functioning of civil 
society. None of the conditions indicated is present. Score 3 

2.4 - Socio-cultural context 

Description: To what extent are socio-cultural norms and attitudes conducive or detrimental 
to civil society? 
2.4.1 - Trust 
Description: How much do members of society trust one another? 

Relationships among members of society are characterised by mistrust (e.g. less than 10% of 
people score on the World Value Survey (WVS) trust indicator). Score 0 

There is widespread mistrust among members of society (e.g. 10% to 30% of people score on the 
WVS trust indicator). Score 1 

There is a moderate level of trust among members of society (e.g. 31% to 50% of people score on 
the WVS trust indicator). Score 2 

There is a high level of trust among members of society (e.g. more than 50% of people score on the 
WVS trust indicator). Score 3 

2.4.2 - Tolerance 
Description: How tolerant are members of society? 

Society is characterised by widespread intolerance (e.g. average score on WVS derived tolerance 
indicator is 3.0 or higher). Score 0 

Society is characterised by a low level of tolerance (e.g. indicator between 2.0 and 2.9). Score 1 
Society is characterised by a moderate level of tolerance (e.g. indicator between 1.0 and 1.9). Score 2 
Society is characterised by a high level of tolerance (e.g. indicator less than 1.0). Score 3 

2.4.3 - Public spiritedness7 
Description: How strong is the sense of public spiritedness among members of society? 

Very low level of public spiritedness in society (e.g. average score on WVS derived public 
spiritedness indicator is more than 3.5). Score 0 

Low level of public spiritedness (e.g. indicator between 2.6 and 3.5). Score 1 
Moderate level of public spiritedness (e.g. indicator between 1.5 and 2.5). Score 2 
High level of public spiritedness (e.g. indicator less than 1.5). Score 3 

2.5 - Legal environment 

Description: To what extent is the existing legal environment enabling or disabling to civil 
society? 

                                          
7 The score is derived by averaging the means for the three variables (1. claiming government benefits, 2. avoiding 
a fare on public transport and 3. cheating on taxes). 
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2.5.1 - CSO registration8 
Description: How supportive is the CSO registration process? Is the process (1) simple, (2) quick, (3) 
inexpensive, (4) following legal provisions and (5) consistently applied? 

The CSO registration process is not supportive at all. Four or five of the quality characteristics are 
absent.  Score 0 

The CSO registration is not very supportive. Two or three quality characteristics are absent. Score 1 
The CSO registration process can be judged as relatively supportive. One quality characteristic is 
absent. Score 2 

The CSO registration process is supportive. None of the quality characteristics is absent. Score 3 

2.5.2 - Allowable advocacy activities 
Description: To what extent are CSOs free to engage in advocacy / criticize government? 

CSOs are not allowed to engage in advocacy or criticise the government.  Score 0 
There are excessive and / or vaguely defined constraints on advocacy activities. Score 1 
Constraints on CSOs’ advocacy activities are minimal and clearly defined, such as prohibitions on 
political campaigning.  Score 2 

CSOs are permitted to freely engage in advocacy and criticism of government. Score 3 

2.5.3 - Tax laws favourable to CSOs  
Description: How favourable is the tax system to CSOs? How narrow/broad is the range of CSOs that are 
eligible for tax exemptions, if any? How significant are these exemptions? 

The tax system impedes CSOs. No tax exemption or preference of any kind is available for CSOs. Score 0 
The tax system is burdensome to CSOs. Tax exemptions or preferences are available only for a 
narrow range of CSOs (e.g. humanitarian organisations) or for limited sources of income (e.g. 
grants or donations). 

Score 1 

The tax system contains some incentives favouring CSOs. Only a narrow range of CSOs is 
excluded from tax exemptions, preferences and/or exemptions, or preferences are available from 
some taxes and some activities. 

Score 2 

The tax system provides favourable treatment for CSOs. Exemptions or preferences are available 
from a range of taxes and for a range of activities, limited only in appropriate circumstances. Score 3 

2.5.4 - Tax benefits for philanthropy 
Description: How broadly available are tax deductions or credits, or other tax benefits, to encourage 
individual and corporate giving? 

No tax benefits are available (to individuals or corporations) for charitable giving. Score 0 
Tax benefits are available for a very limited set of purposes or types of organisations. Score 1 
Tax benefits are available for a fairly broad set of purposes or types of organisations. Score 2 
Significant tax benefits are available for a broad set of purposes or types of organisations. Score 3 

2.6 - State-civil society relations 

Description: What is the nature and quality of relations between civil society and the state? 

                                          
8 This indicator combines a number of individual quality characteristics of the registration, namely whether the 
registration is (1) simple, (2) quick, (3) inexpensive, (4) fairly applied and (5) consistently applied. The process of 
using these five ‘Yes/No’ variables for the scoring of the CSO registration indicator by the NAG follows the 
process outlined for sub-dimension 3. The indicator scores are defined by how many of these five quality 
characteristics are existent/absent. 
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2.6.1 – Autonomy 
Description: To what extent can civil society exist and function independently of the state? To what extent 
are CSOs free to operate without excessive government interference? Is government oversight reasonably 
designed and limited to protect legitimate public interests? 

The state controls civil society. Score 0 
CSOs are subject to frequent unwarranted interference in their operations.  Score 1 
The state accepts the existence of an independent civil society but CSOs are subject to occasional 
unwarranted government interference.  Score 2 

CSOs operate freely. They are subject only to reasonable oversight linked to clear and legitimate 
public interests. Score 3 

2.6.2 - Dialogue 
Description: To what extent does the state dialogue with civil society? How inclusive and institutionalized 
are the terms and rules of engagement, if they exist? 

There is no meaningful dialogue between civil society and the state. Score 0 
The state only seeks to dialogue with a small sub-set of CSOs on an ad hoc basis. Score 1 
The state dialogues with a relatively broad range of CSOs but on a largely ad hoc basis. Score 2 
Mechanisms are in place to facilitate systematic dialogue between the state and a broad and diverse 
range of CSOs. Score 3 

2.6.3 - Cooperation / support 
Description: How narrow/broad is the range of CSOs that receive state resources (in the form of grants, 
contracts, etc.)? 

The level of state resources channelled through CSOs is insignificant. Score 0 
Only a very limited range of CSOs receives state resources. Score 1 
A moderate range of CSOs receives state resources. Score 2 
The state channels significant resources to a large range of CSOs. Score 3 

2.7 - Private sector-civil society relations 

Description: What is the nature and quality of relations between civil society and the private 
sector? 
2.7.1 - Private sector attitude 
Description: What is the general attitude of the private sector towards civil society actors? 

Generally hostile Score 0 
Generally indifferent Score 1 
Generally positive Score 2 
Generally supportive Score 3 

2.7.2 - Corporate social responsibility 
Description: How developed are notions and actions of corporate social responsibility? 

Major companies show no concern about the social and environmental impacts of their operations.  Score 0 
Major companies pay lip service to notions of corporate social responsibility. However, in their 
operations they frequently disregard negative social and environmental impacts. Score 1 

Major companies are beginning to take the potential negative social and environmental impacts of 
their operations into account. Score 2 

Major companies take effective measures to protect against negative social and environmental 
impacts. Score 3 
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2.7.3 - Corporate philanthropy9 
Description: How narrow/broad is the range of CSOs that receive support from the private sector? 

Corporate philanthropy is insignificant. Score 0 
Only a very limited range of CSOs receives funding from the private sector. Score 1 
A moderate range of CSOs receives funding from the private sector. Score 2 
The private sector channels resources to a large range of CSOs. Score 3 

 

3 - VALUES 
3.1 – Democracy 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors practice and promote democracy? 
3.1.1 - Democratic practices within CSOs 
Description: To what extent do CSOs practice internal democracy? How much control do members have over 
decision-making? Are leaders selected through democratic elections? 

A large majority (i.e. more than 75%) of CSOs do not practice internal democracy (e.g. members 
have little / no control over decision-making, CSOs are characterised by patronage, nepotism). Score 0 

A majority of CSOs (i.e. more than 50%) do not practice internal democracy (e.g. members have 
little/no control over decision-making, CSOs are characterised by patronage, nepotism). Score 1 

A majority of CSOs (i.e. more than 50%) practice internal democracy (e.g. members have 
significant control over decision-making; leaders are selected through democratic elections). Score 2 

A large majority of CSOs (i.e. more than 75%) practice internal democracy (e.g. members have 
significant control over decision-making; leaders are selected through democratic elections). Score 3 

3.1.2 – Civil society actions to promote democracy 
Description: How much does civil society actively promote democracy at a societal level? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities can be detected. Broad-based support and / or public visibility of such 
initiatives, however, are lacking Score 2 

CS is a driving force in promoting a democratic society. CS activities in this area enjoy broad-
based support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 

3.2 – Transparency 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors practice and promote transparency? 
3.2.1 - Corruption within civil society 
Description: How widespread is corruption within CS? 

Instances of corrupt behaviour within CS are very frequent. Score 0 
Instances of corrupt behaviour within CS are frequent. Score 1 
There are occasional instances of corrupt behaviour within CS. Score 2 
Instances of corrupt behaviour within CS are very rare. Score 3 

3.2.2 - Financial transparency of CSOs 
Description: How many CSOs are financially transparent? What percentage of CSOs make their financial 
accounts publicly available? 

A small minority of CSOs (less than 30%) make their financial accounts publicly available. Score 0 
A minority of CSOs (30% -50%) make their financial accounts publicly available. Score 1 
A small majority of CSOs (51% -65%) make their financial accounts publicly available. Score 2 
A large majority of CSOs (more than 65%) make their financial accounts publicly available. Score 3 

                                          
9 The NAG’s task in scoring the indicator is to assess the significance of corporate support to civil society. Here, the 
score descriptions focus on two elements: (1) the overall size of corporate support to civil society and (2) the range 
of CSOs supported by the corporate sector. Both elements are combined in the indicator score descriptions. 



                                            
  

CIVICUS Civil Society Index Report for Northern Ireland 

90

 

3.2.3 – Civil society actions to promote transparency 
Description: How much does civil society actively promote government and corporate transparency? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and/or public visibility 
of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in demanding government and corporate transparency. CS activities in this 
area enjoy broad-based support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 

3.3 – Tolerance 
Description: To what extent do civil society actors and organisations practice and promote 
tolerance? 
3.3.1 Tolerance within the civil society arena 
Description: To what extent is civil society a tolerant arena? 

CS is dominated by intolerant forces. The expression of only a narrow sub-set of views is tolerated. Score 0 
Significant forces within civil society do not tolerate others’ views without encountering protest 
from civil society at large. Score 1 

There are some intolerant forces within civil society, but they are isolated from civil society at 
large. Score 2 

Civil society is an open arena where the expression of all viewpoints is actively encouraged. 
Intolerant behaviour is strongly denounced by civil society at large. Score 3 

3.3.2 – Civil society actions to promote tolerance 
Description: How much does civil society actively promote tolerance at a societal level? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and/or public visibility 
of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in promoting a tolerant society. CS activities in this area enjoy broad-based 
support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 

3.4 - Non-violence 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors practice and promote non-violence? 
3.4.1 - Non-violence within the civil society arena 
Description: How widespread is the use of violent means (such as damage to property or personal violence) 
among civil society actors to express their interests in the public sphere? 

Significant mass-based groups within CS use violence as the primary means of expressing their 
interests. Score 0 

Some isolated groups within CS regularly use violence to express their interests without 
encountering protest from civil society at large. Score 1 

Some isolated groups within CS occasionally resort to violent actions, but are broadly denounced 
by CS at large. Score 2 

There is a high level of consensus within CS regarding the principle of non-violence. Acts of 
violence by CS actors are extremely rare and strongly denounced. Score 3 
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3.4.2 – Civil society actions to promote non-violence and peace 
Description: How much does civil society actively promote a non-violent society? For example, how much 
does civil society support the non-violent resolution of social conflicts and peace? Address issues of violence 
against women, child abuse, violence among youths etc.? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. 
Some CS actions actually contribute to societal violence. Score 0 

Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and / or public 
visibility of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in promoting a non-violent society. CS actions in this area enjoy broad-based 
support and / or strong public visibility Score 3 

3.5 - Gender equity 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors practice and promote gender equity? 
3.5.1 - Gender equity within the civil society arena 
Description: To what extent is civil society a gender equitable arena? 

Women are excluded from civil society leadership roles. Score 0 
Women are largely absent from civil society leadership roles. Score 1 
Women are under-represented in civil society leadership positions. Score 2 
Women are equitably represented as leaders and members of CS. Score 3 

3.5.2 - Gender equitable practices within CSOs 
Description: How much do CSOs practice gender equity? What percentage of CSOs with paid employees 
have policies in place to ensure gender equity? 

A small minority (less than 20%) Score 0 
A minority (20%-50%) Score 1 
A small majority (51%-65%) Score 2 
A large majority (more than 65%) Score 3 

3.5.3 – Civil society actions to promote gender equity 
Description: How much does civil society actively promote gender equity at the societal level? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. 
Some CS actions actually contribute to gender inequity. Score 0 

Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and / or public 
visibility of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in promoting a gender equitable society. CS activities in this area enjoy broad-
based support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 

3.6 - Poverty eradication 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors promote poverty eradication? 
3.6.1 – Civil society actions to eradicate poverty 
Description: To what extent does civil society actively seek to eradicate poverty? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Some CS actions 
serve to sustain existing economic inequities. Score 0 

Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and / or public 
visibility of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in the struggle to eradicate poverty. CS activities in this area enjoy broad-
based support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 
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3.7 - Environmental sustainability 

Description: To what extent do civil society actors practice and promote environmental 
sustainability? 
3.7.1 – Civil society actions to sustain the environment 
Description: How much does civil society actively seek to sustain the environment? 

No active role. No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. 
Some CS actions serve to reinforce unsustainable practices. Score 0 

Only a few CS activities in this area can be detected. Their visibility is low and these issues are not 
attributed much importance by CS as a whole. Score 1 

A number of CS activities in this area can be detected. Broad-based support and / or public 
visibility of such initiatives, however, are lacking. Score 2 

CS is a driving force in protecting the environment. CS activities in this area enjoy broad-based 
support and / or strong public visibility. Score 3 

 

4 - IMPACT 
4.1 - Influencing public policy 

Description: How active and successful is civil society in influencing public policy? 
4.1.1 – 4.1.2 - Human Rights and Social Policy Impact Case Studies 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in influencing public policy? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.1.3 - Civil Society’s Impact on National Budgeting process Case Study 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in influencing the overall national budgeting process? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and focused only on specific budget components.10 Score 1 
Civil society is active in the overall budgeting process, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role in the overall budgeting process. Examples of significant 
success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.2 - Holding state and private corporations accountable 

Description: How active and successful is civil society in holding the state and private 
corporations accountable? 
4.2.1 - Holding state accountable 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in monitoring state performance and holding the state 
accountable? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

 

                                          
10 The term “specific budget component” refers to a single issue or sub-section of the budget, such as the defence 
budget or welfare grants. Higher scores are assigned for those civil society activities, which provide an analysis, 
input and advocacy work on the overall budget. 
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4.2.2 - Holding private corporations accountable  
Description: How active and successful is civil society in holding private corporations accountable? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.3 - Responding to social interests 

Description: How much are civil society actors responding to social interests? 
4.3.1 - Responsiveness 
Description: How effectively do civil society actors respond to priority social concerns? 

Civil society actors are out of touch with the crucial concerns of the population. Score 0 
There are frequent examples of crucial social concerns that did not find a voice among existing 
civil society actors. Score 1 

There are isolated examples of crucial social concerns that did not find a voice among existing civil 
society actors. Score 2 

Civil society actors are very effective in taking up the crucial concerns of the population. Score 3 

4.3.2 - Public Trust 
Description: What percentage of the population has trust in civil society actors? 

A small minority (< 25%) Score 0 
A large minority (25%-50%) Score 1 
A small majority (51%-75%) Score 2 
A large majority (> 75%) Score 3 

4.4 - Empowering citizens 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in empowering citizens, especially 
traditionally marginalised groups, to shape decisions that affect their lives? 
4.4.1 - Informing/ educating citizens 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in informing and educating citizens on public issues? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.4.2 - Building capacity for collective action 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in building the capacity of people to organise 
themselves, mobilise resources and work together to solve common problems? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.4.3 - Empowering marginalized people 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in empowering marginalized people? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 
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4.4.4 - Empowering women 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in empowering women, i.e. to give them real choice 
and control over their lives? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.4.5 - Building social capital11 
Description: To what extent does civil society build social capital among its members? How do levels of 
trust, tolerance and public spiritedness of members of civil society compare to those of non-members? 

Civil society diminishes the stock of social capital in society. Score 0 
Civil society does not contribute to building social capital in society. Score 1 
Civil society does contribute moderately to building social capital in society. Score 2 
Civil Society does contribute strongly to building social capital in society. Score 3 

4.4.6 - Supporting livelihoods 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in creating / supporting employment and/or income-
generating opportunities (especially for poor people and women)? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.5 - Meeting societal needs 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in meeting societal needs, especially 
those of poor people and other marginalised groups? 
4.5.1 - Lobbying for state service provision 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in lobbying the government to meet pressing societal 
needs? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.5.2 - Meeting pressing societal needs directly 
Description: How active and successful is civil society in directly meeting pressing societal needs (through 
service delivery or the promotion of self-help initiatives)? 

No CS activity of any consequence in this area can be detected. Score 0 
CS activity in this area is very limited and there is no discernible impact. Score 1 
Civil society is active in this area, but impact is limited. Score 2 
Civil society plays an important role. Examples of significant success / impact can be detected. Score 3 

4.5.3 - Meeting needs of marginalised groups 
Description: To what extent are CSOs more or less effective than the state in delivering services to 
marginalised groups? 

CSOs are less effective than the state. Score 0 
CSOs are as effective as the state. Score 1 
CSOs are slightly more effective than the state. Score 2 
CSOs are significantly more effective than the state. Score 3 

                                          
11 To score this indicator, we make use of the measure of trust (see sub-dimension socio-cultural norms in 
Environment dimension): 1) Compute the three measures for two sub-groups of the population: (1) CSO members 
and (2) non-CSO members and 2) Compare each measure’s score for the two sub-groups and establish which sub-
group has the better score (i.e. indicating higher trust).   
 



                                            
  

CIVICUS Civil Society Index Report for Northern Ireland 

95

 

Appendix 3: Media Review report summary 
 
This report investigates media coverage of civil society organisations (CSOs) in Northern 
Ireland. It was commissioned by the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action as part of 
an international study supervised by CIVICUS, the global umbrella body for the voluntary 
sector. 
 
The research had two aspects. First, a content analysis was conducted of selected output from 
the main public-service broadcaster, its commercial rival, the principal regional daily and five 
local weeklies, during September and October 2004. Second, this quantitative research was 
complemented by a mainly qualitative assessment of coverage of two topical items: hate crime 
and water charges. 
 
The content analysis revealed that, while there were variations between media organisations, 
CSOs received a reasonably ‘good show’. This was true in terms of the volume of coverage 
and the positive light in which such organisations were by and large cast.  
 
It was, however, true that the prominence accorded to the round of talks between the British 
and Irish governments and the Northern Ireland parties during the period investigated had a 
‘crowding out’ effect on coverage of other civil society organisations.  
 
The study of hate crime showed again substantial and often sensitive coverage of the issue by 
media in Northern Ireland. There was, however, a tendency to present the problem as if it were 
merely the work of criminal individuals. While ethnic-minority and anti-racist CSOs were 
drawn upon for the material, few ethnic-minority individuals had their voices directly heard. 
Attention was thus not drawn to the wider social problem of racism and intolerance, and the 
issue was presented in a rather impersonal way.  
 
Given its topicality, it was surprising that there was not more coverage of the issue of the 
introduction of water charges. Within that, it was also surprising that more attention was not 
paid to the distributional aspect — the impact on low-income households — especially given 
the high incidence of poverty in Northern Ireland. Coverage appeared to be driven by 
government statements, with little critical analysis or reportage of the potential impact on 
individuals affected. 
 
In some cases, a more proactive and investigative editorial approach would have avoided these 
pitfalls. The issues would have been subjected both to more adequate analysis for the 
reader/viewer/listener, while a more personal dimension could have been injected into the 
stories. 
 
Taken together, the findings of the quantitative and qualitative studies indicate that civil 
society is accorded space and prominence in the media outlets examined. Civil society groups 
and individuals are provided with the opportunity to get across their messages in an effective 
way, and the relevant coverage tends to portray them in a positive light.  
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However, the findings of the qualitative studies suggest that media interest in issues of 
widespread importance can be relatively superficial if there is no dramatic element to sustain 
the media’s attention. This seems the most likely explanation for the difference between the 
considerable amount of coverage devoted to hate crimes and related issues, on the one hand, 
and the very modest proportion of coverage of the water charges issue, on the other. During the 
period covered by the study, there were many racist attacks and incidents, and these 
undoubtedly helped to sustain the media’s interest in racism and in the subject of hate crimes 
more generally. In contrast, the government’s announcement on water charges centred on 
proposals which will only impact on individuals in future years, as the charges are introduced. 
Media interest in this story is likely to grow if a significant number of people refuse to pay the 
charges, or if the government’s proposed new water company starts cutting off water supplies 
to those who cannot afford the charges. 
 
Given the potentially serious and widespread impact that water charges could have on lower-
income households in Northern Ireland, it was an issue which merited greater attention by the 
media outlets examined. Specifically, the lack of any proactive investigation into the impact on 
poorer households was a regrettable omission. This weakness reflected a more general lack of 
proactive, investigative reporting relating to the issues relevant to the topics of both the 
qualitative case studies.  
 
Both the qualitative studies also found a tendency by the media outlets examined to present 
issues in a depersonalised way. There were relatively few interviews with ‘ordinary 
individuals’ who had suffered from hate crimes or related discrimination, and no case study 
examples of real individuals who might be affected by the proposed water charges. Doubtless, 
many victims of racism, homophobia or intimidation against people with disabilities are 
reluctant to be publicly identified in the media. However, it seems unlikely that journalists 
would have had much trouble finding individual ‘case studies’ with regard to the impact of 
water charges.  
 
It is impossible to generalise on the basis of two case studies relating to specific issues. 
However, if the lack of investigative reporting and the lack of individual case study examples 
do reflect a more general pattern, this should be of concern to editors. It suggests that editors of 
the relevant media outlets may not be giving their journalists sufficient time and 
encouragement to produce good quality reporting which goes beyond press releases and event-
driven coverage. At the same time, there is a lesson in these findings for CSOs; the more 
‘journalistic’ work these organisations can do – through offering ‘ordinary’ interviews to the 
media, to serve as case studies, and through carrying out their own investigative work – the 
more likelihood there is that media coverage will rise beyond superficial and piecemeal 
treatments of topics.  
 
If one was to single out one media outlet for praise, based on the findings of both the 
quantitative and qualitative studies, it must be UTV Live. It carried a relatively high proportion 
of civil society coverage, it gave space and prominence to individual campaigners and it 
generally presented civil society groups and individuals in a positive light. It also gave the 
most coverage and prominence to hate crimes and related issues of those media outlets 
analysed, and provided the most innovative coverage of the water charges issue. 
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Appendix 4: Corporate Social Responsibility Report 

The picture of corporate giving in Northern Ireland is very patchy. Many of the large UK firms 
that operate in Northern Ireland do not have Northern Ireland specific CSR initiatives. For this 
reason, this research analysed the annual accounts of the voluntary and community sector in 
Northern Ireland and found corporate giving accounted for £10.46 million, 1.7% of the total 
income of the voluntary and community sector in Northern Ireland.  

In addition, NICVA carried out further research on corporate giving in September 2004. The 
research examined the latest annual accounts of Northern Ireland’s top 50 indigenous 
companies to determine the financial contributions they made to voluntary and community 
organisations. The 50 companies were selected according to the number of employees they 
have in Northern Ireland. All of these companies have a registered address in Northern Ireland, 
although a number of companies have overseas headquarters or are subsidiaries. The sample 
companies have employee numbers ranging from 611 to 5,402 from a variety of industries 
including cleaning services, food, banking and transport. 

Companies with a registered address outside Northern Ireland have been excluded from this 
research and it is important to note that some of those excluded are considered to be leaders in 
CSR initiatives. 

Key Findings 

• The top 50 companies in Northern Ireland reported donating in excess of £1,711,698 to 
charitable causes based on the latest available annual accounts. 

• Four of the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland reported that they made no corporate 
donations. 

• In addition 14 of the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland did not disclose whether 
they made any donations. 

• The top 50 companies in Northern Ireland contributed less than 0.03% of their annual 
turnover to charity (in cash) in 2004 (compared to 0.97% in the UK top 100 
companies). 

• Three of the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland reported that they are members of 
the PerCent club. 

• The biggest corporate donation reported was from Glen Electric, totalling £515,000. 
This is approximately 31% of the total corporate donations made by the top 50 
companies in Northern Ireland. 

• The four banks in Northern Ireland donated 34% of the total reported corporate giving 
by the top 50 companies. 

• The most popular causes supported by the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland are 
children’s charities.  
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Challenges  

The collection of the top 50 companies’ annual reports proved to be a challenge. The 
information in the companies’ annual reports online varied widely. Some companies provided 
full annual reports, including CSR statements. Others had either no available website or little to 
no available information on CSR.  

This research was also hindered by the lack of cooperation of many of the companies that were 
contacted. Few companies were willing to supply annual accounts, which explain why some of 
the data analysed were from as far back as 2002 annual reports.  

When this research was carried out, the OFR statutory duty had not come into effect in the UK. 
However, the introduction of the OFR is unlikely to make any significant impact on CSR in 
Northern Ireland, given that only one of the top 50 companies in Northern Ireland is a fully 
quoted company (Viridian Group PLC). 

A developing issue 

Corporate social responsibility is an issue appearing on the agenda of an increasing number of 
firms. In Northern Ireland, corporate giving accounted for £10.46 million of the total income of 
the voluntary and community sector. The top 50 indigenous firms were found to give on 
average, 0.03% of their annual turnover to charity. This is much lower than the recommended 
1% promoted by Business in the Community. It is also substantially lower than corporate 
giving in the UK where the top 100 companies gave an average of 0.97% of annual turnover. It 
must be remembered that a large number of businesses in Northern Ireland provide 
considerable corporate support but their social policies are implemented by head offices based 
outside Northern Ireland which has made it difficult to gauge accurately the total level of 
corporate support. 
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Appendix 5: Social forces map 
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