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Introduction

This publication presents the research-based methodology used in the EU Erasmus + co-fun-
ded project, Our Civic Heritage. The publication is divided into the following three sections:
 • background theoretical research on the definitions of civic heritage and civic   
  engagement, 
 • an overview of the partners’ understanding and partner countries’ context of the  
  concept of civic heritage,
 • recommendations for the development of the project’s intellectual outputs 

The countries covered in the methodology are those of the project partnership, notably:
The coordinating country - the Netherlands and the partner countries (in alphabetical order): 
Bulgaria, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Romania, and the United Kingdom. 

The project Our Civic Heritage seeks to promote European common values and civic education 
and engagement in Europe. It addresses three types of target groups: 

 • members of the public that are interested in civic participation activities, 
 • educators that teach civic participation and cultural heritage, 
 • policy makers and third sector professionals working in civic engagement   
  whether in a public or private capacity. 

The project’s aim is the promotion of European civic heritage in terms of identity building and 
collaborative engagement through the following specific objectives:

 • Enabling intercultural understanding
 • Promoting European cultural diversity through the European values of openness, 
  civic engagement, critical thinking, human rights and the rule of law
 • Increasing civic capacity training and strengthening digital literacy and engagement
 • Promoting digital European citizenship actions

This publication is targeted specifically to educators and those working in any type of organi-
sation (charity, public, private, volunteering or other) promoting civic heritage, engagement 
and participation at local, regional, national or European levels. 

The publication analysis and recommendations are the result of:
 • a rapid literature review at European level and at national/local level in the partner  
  countries
 • one to one interviews with all partners (3 interviews in the Netherlands and 1 for  
  each of the partner countries)
 • a workshop session with all partners at the October partners’ meeting held in Dublin  
  Ireland. 
 • Online follow up with all partners for feedback to the final results and 
  recommendations.
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Theories on civic heritage and civic engagement

The evolution of the term heritage
Traditionally the term ‘heritage’ has been used to describe a people’s language, culture or 
architecture in a historic way. More contemporary definitions of heritage focus rather on 
what people have in common, promoting the values of diversity, civic participation and 
intercultural understanding. 

According to UNESCO, heritage is our legacy from the past, what we live with today, and 
what we pass on to future generations. Our cultural and natural heritage are both irre-
placeable sources of life and inspiration. 

Since its official recognition and definition in 2003 by UNESCO (UNESCO 2003), the 
notion of Intangible cultural heritage (ICH) came about. ICH refers to the practices, 
representations, expressions, knowledge and know-how, transmitted from generation 
to generation within communities. Practices are created and transformed continuously 
by communities, depending on the environment and their interaction with nature and 
history. 

We refer to this as:

 • Heritage, as it is transmitted from generation to generation;
 • Cultural, as it provides to communities a sense of identity and continuity;
 • Intangible, as it lies essentially in the human spirit, is transmitted by imitation 
  and immersion in a practice, and doesn’t necessarily require a specific place or 
  material objects. 

Intangible cultural heritage exists only in the present. The expressions of the past that 
are no longer practised are part of cultural history but are not intangible cultural heri-
tage as defined in the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
Intangible cultural heritage is what communities today recognise as part of their cultural 
heritage. Therefore, it is often called “living heritage”.

The concept of intangible cultural heritage has gained traction academically and institu-
tionally, and also at grassroots level, where groups around the world have participated in 
community-based projects. ICH is all about people and, as such, it is fluid and dynamic, 
transformative as it is continuously negotiated, and inherently contested, and it relies on 
complex social processes and political actions to ‘stay alive’ (Smith and Akagawa 2009). 

The relationship between ICH and migration, however, requires further exploration. 
Even in the field of critical heritage studies, which explores power relationships between 
people, the focus on the history of migration is less pronounced. Growing research is 
exploring ways of challenging official heritage by investigating the politics of race and 
diversity and encouraging collaboration in diasporic heritage practices (Dellios and Hen-
rich 2021). Much recent work on community archives has assumed that independent, 
grassroots archival organisations better directly address the priorities and needs of local 
communities than mainstream university or government repositories (Caswell 2014).

http://whc.unesco.org
https://ich.unesco.org/doc/src/15164-EN.pdf
https://researchportal.hw.ac.uk/en/publications/smith-laurajane-and-akagawa-natsuko-eds-2009-intangible-heritage-
https://www.bookshare.org/browse/book/3528812
https://www.bookshare.org/browse/book/3528812
https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/meet.2014.14505101027?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=Mix2p1muplOWAXYl8s7ite4pOCK9nrY7aQMgVkggRPY-1642429312-0-gaNycGzNB30
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Indigenous communities around the world have been taking up digital media in their 
broader struggles for decolonisation, self-representation, and self-determination. Their 
histories have long been excluded or misconstrued in institutionalised settings and 
have thus been taken to the grassroots, community level for autonomous documenta-
tion. Thus, through digital media projects, indigenous peoples have fostered a sense of 
community resistance to and power against dominant colonial narratives, and a sense of 
control over collective memory (Shiri, Howard, Farnel 2021). Two good examples include 
the projects Storylines, a collaboration between indigenous communities of Western 
Australia and the State Library of Western Australia, that contains a unique system for 
tagging and linking resources, and Voices of Amiskwaciy, a digital storytelling project 
created collaboratively between Edmonton Public Library and the indigenous commu-
nities and people of amiskwaciy-wâskahikan, the area referred to as Edmonton, Alberta, 
Canada.

It is clear from all the above that as societies have evolved, so have notions of heritage. 
A city’s heritage is no longer just a set of buildings, archaeological sites or statues of 
people showcasing historic facts but also a set of values that promote civic engagement 
and participation, openness to society and critical thinking. The development of civic 
competences, such as knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that enable an individual 
to actively participate in the society, is a prerequisite for the active, democratic and civic 
engagement of people in their societies. 

The EU notion of the term heritage
The EU’s definition of heritage has shifted from its cultural policy in the 1980s defining 
heritage as a common way of cultural history starting with the Greco Roman era to 
Charlemagne, Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution to more contemporary definiti-
ons around cooperation and digital innovation (Kolyva 2002). More recent EU initiatives, 
particularly through the programme Horizon 2020, define heritage as ‘tangible’, ‘intan-
gible’ and ‘digital’ in a variety of ways ranging from science excellence under Marie Curie 
fellowships, to industrial leadership enabling technologies, to societal challenges such as 
climate action, environment and resource efficiency. 

The European Parliament has adopted resolutions highlighting, inter alia, the dangers 
from which cultural heritage is to be protected both in the EU and the world, and un-
derlining the necessity to address trafficking and looting of cultural heritage artefacts, 
the protection of cultural heritage, including traditional crafts, and the role of cultural 
heritage in sustainable tourism. 

Education in ‘values’ helps to build inclusive societies on the shared values of democracy, 
tolerance and freedom by strengthening solidarity and local communities, to build our 
civic heritage. Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship is one of the four 
educational objectives set in the EU’s Education and Training 2020 strategic framework. 

Civic engagement
Civic engagement has been defined and operationalised in a range of different ways. The 
most well-known study on the topic, Putnam’s Bowling Alone (Putnam 2000), did not ex-

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10572317.2021.1946748
https://slwa.wa.gov.au/collections/aboriginal-collections/storylines
https://ec.europa.eu/culture/policies/selected-themes/cultural-heritage
http://labos.ulg.ac.be/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2015/02/16.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/621876/EPRS_BRI%282018%29621876_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/education/policy/strategic-framework/
http://bowlingalone.com
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plicitly define the concept although it incorporated a wide range of aspects of commu-
nity involvement including ‘club meetings, visits with friends, committee service, church 
attendance, philanthropic generosity, card games, and electoral turnout’. 

Other definitions are more narrowly focussed, Adler and Goggin put forward a definition 
of civic engagement as ‘the ways in which citizens participate in the life of a community 
in order to improve conditions for others or to help shape the community’s future’ (Adler 
and Goggin 2005). Ekman and Amnå (Ekman and Amnå 2012) describe civic engage-
ment as consisting of ‘activities based on personal interest in and attention to political 
and societal issues’ as well as ‘voluntary work to improve conditions in the local commu-
nity’. 

Civic engagement involves working to make a difference in the civic life of one’s com-
munity and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivation to 
make that difference. Volunteering, national service, and service-learning are all forms of 
civic engagement (YouthGov USA).

Civic engagement is important both for the functioning of democracy and for growth 
in young adults. But opportunities for civic engagement are not evenly distributed by 
social class or race and ethnicity. Flanagan and Levine explored two sets of factors that 
contribute to a lower rate of civic engagement among low-income and minority young 
adults. The first is cumulative disadvantage through opportunities and influences before 
adulthood, especially parental education. The second is different institutional opportu-
nities for civic engagement among university and non-university young people during 
their early adulthood. As the transition to adulthood has lengthened, say the authors, 
universities have become perhaps the central institution for civic incorporation of 
younger generations. But no comparable institution exists for young adults who do not 
attend university (Flanagan and Levine 2010).

Active and engaged citizens are the backbone of a strong democracy and a vibrant civil 
society, but socio-economic conditions and in particular social policy and the degree to 
which it reproduces egalitarian structures determine to a great extent citizen involve-
ment. The national context matters, and governments can and do shape the nature and 
levels of civic engagement (Acik-Toprak 2009).

A civic minded and active community leads to a more content and democratic society 
and a transparent and responsive government. In these active communities, people de-
velop norms of reciprocity and learn to trust each other. Through interaction with other 
members of the society, interest in wider societal issues and in politics increases, while at 
the same time communication skills, leadership etc. improves and this increases people’s 
tendencies and abilities to articulate political interests and get involved in community 
affairs. The European Social Survey (ESS) has been designed to help explain the inter-
action between Europe’s changing institutions and the attitudes, beliefs and behaviour 
patterns of its citizens. 

The welfare regime and income inequality are important factors of civic engagement. 
Income inequality is related to a wide range of social problems i.e. reduced life expectan-

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1541344605276792?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=b.L4qZxJRg0P22eQkdE.p_s.kghPM5Ha72kCkEGcbAk-1642429741-0-gaNycGzNB2U
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1541344605276792?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=b.L4qZxJRg0P22eQkdE.p_s.kghPM5Ha72kCkEGcbAk-1642429741-0-gaNycGzNB2U
https://is.muni.cz/el/1423/jaro2016/SOC797/um/61429463/Ekman___Amna_2012_new_typology_of_pol_part.pdf
https://youth.gov
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ883084.pdf
https://www.escholar.manchester.ac.uk/api/datastream?publicationPid=uk-ac-man-scw:94093&datastreamId=FULL-TEXT.PDF
https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/about/structure_and_governance.html
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cy, child mortality, drugs, crime, homicide rates, mental illness, obesity and low levels of 
trust. It is not just poverty that creates the social problems, but the differentials in inco-
me between rich and poor, which affects everybody in society, as it changes the whole 
fabric of the society. 

In contemporary nation states, voluntary associations and charity organisations are 
important bodies that mediate between the individual and the broader societal environ-
ment. Political scientists and sociologists have noted that people in different countries 
and regions vary in their involvement in associational activity (Almond and Verba 1963). 

The USA for instance is described as a culture of ‘joiners’ while some European coun-
tries, such as France or Italy, seem to have less civic orientation. Many scholars attribute 
this variation in civic involvement to the different value systems internalised with each 
society. Explanations of national differences in association involvement could be due 
to economic development, religious composition, type of polity, and years of continuo-
us democracy. Americans volunteer at rates above the average for all nations on each 
measure, but they are often matched and surpassed by those of several other countries, 
notably the Netherlands, and a number of Nordic nations, including Iceland. (Curtis, Baer 
and Grabb 2001). 

Whilst civic engagement is widely considered a positive attribute of societies, it is well 
established that there exists a bias in who participates in voluntary organisations. It 
tends to be wealthier, better educated citizens, who participate more, and thus have a 
greater influence in civic affairs. Prior studies point to a range of factors at the individual 
level that are associated with higher degrees of civic engagement. Those with higher 
levels of education and higher socio-economic status are more likely to participate. Men 
are more likely to participate than women, with the middle aged most likely to partici-
pate. Religious people, those more trusting of others, and post materialists are all more 
likely to participate, when controlling for a range of other factors. There is a problem of 
inequality in civic participation; whilst a thriving civil society has benefits for both the 
individuals who participate and society at large, the benefits are skewed towards those 
already privileged in society (ECPR 2021).

There is a clear relationship between civic engagement and education. It is argued that 
highly educated people are more likely to engage in voluntary work and civic engage-
ment activities. There is a question therefore on the effect of higher education in addi-
tion to family origin and occupational socialisation (and to a certain extent socio-eco-
nomics). In a study of civic engagement’s relationship to education, the social and civic 
engagement of young people who would enter higher education was higher in their late 
teens than that of their peers who did not enter. The children of professionals were the 
social grouping most likely to be involved in civic activities (Muriel Egerton 2003).

Aside from individual level factors, ‘country of residence’ is a powerful predictor of citizen 
participation in associations, suggesting there are characteristics of states which lead 
individuals within them to be more or less active in civic life. It is frequently argued that 
historically protestant societies have facilitated a work ethic that encourages citizens to 

https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/The_Civic_Culture.html?id=Ms9QAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=8RJVrsAAAAAJ&citation_for_view=8RJVrsAAAAAJ:L8Ckcad2t8MC
https://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?view_op=view_citation&hl=en&user=8RJVrsAAAAAJ&citation_for_view=8RJVrsAAAAAJ:L8Ckcad2t8MC
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-political-science-review/article/abs/civic-engagement-in-times-of-economic-crisis-a-crossnational-comparative-study-of-voluntary-association-membership/C97999FB0BDCBFED8966AE2842075383
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0007131022000021506
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work together for the improvement of their community, providing fertile ground for the 
emergence of civil society. Democratic experience is also considered important – the 
longer a country has been democratic, the more a civic culture, which requires freedom 
of association, has an opportunity to flourish. In particular, the post-communist coun-
tries of Eastern Europe have consistently weaker levels of civic engagement in compari-
son with more established democracies (ECPR 2021).

Civic engagement and the Covid-19 pandemic
Crisis brings people closer together. The Covid-19 pandemic has encouraged stronger 
civic engagement and participation amongst local communities. Activities related to 
civic engagement have become stronger than ever during this pandemic, getting peo-
ple closer together during a time of extreme physical isolation. From informal local and 
small initiatives such as helping vulnerable neighbours during the pandemic, to large 
scale national programmes of volunteering to support health services or food banks, all 
citizens have had a role to play. 

While social distancing has been a worldwide accepted measure for the prevention of 
aggressive spreading of the virus, several spontaneous community-oriented activities 
and projects have started to emerge in response to the current needs of the community, 
such as: shortage of medical protective equipment for medical staff and lack of access to 
daily life supplies of elderly population. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, governments around the world have been organising acti-
vities to foster citizens’ participation during the lockdown. In Germany and Estonia, for 
example, their governments launched civic hackathons during March 2020 to find new 
solutions to the challenges associated with the COVID-19 crisis. 

In the case of Frena la Curva (Flattening the Curve), a meta lab fostered by the innovation 
lab of the regional Government of Aragon in Spain, the scalability of the platform has 
even facilitated spreading this collaborative initiative to different countries. Regarding 
the use of social media hashtags, including #EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos, Spanish autho-
rities have encouraged citizen-networked co-production for communication and crisis 
coordination. These two cases illustrate how digital platforms have been used to offer a 
more agile response to COVID-19 (Criado, Gomez, Villorde 2020).

There have been many examples of student civic engagement in support of the pande-
mic (Rusu 2020).
Examples from Romania included:
 • The Transilvania University of Brașov: started micro production lines based on 3D  
  printing technology for the production of the visors used by medical personnel. 
 • The University of Galați: started an official collaboration to support the local 
  farms producers. The domain www.producatorilocali.ugal.ro, was made available 
  for free for six months by the University, specific web pages were created that 
  allowed local agricultural producers to receive online orders from customers, in 
  order to facilitate marketing of local agricultural products.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-political-science-review/article/abs/civic-engagement-in-times-of-economic-crisis-a-crossnational-comparative-study-of-voluntary-association-membership/C97999FB0BDCBFED8966AE2842075383
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3416089
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alina-Rusu-5/publication/341280904_Connectedness_behind_social_distancing_in_times_of_Covid-19_Qualitative_analysis_of_civic_engagement_of_students_and_teachers_in_Romania/links/5eb83aeda6fdcc1f1dcb4aed/Connectedness-behind-social-distancing-in-times-of-Covid-19-Qualitative-analysis-of-civic-engagement-of-students-and-teachers-in-Romania.pdf
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 • The Convention of Student Organisations in Craiova, in partnership with the 
  Student Association of the Faculty of Social Sciences Craiova decided to imple-  
  ment the project Happiness Factory - Together in the struggle with Covid19. This   
  project aims to limit the movement outdoors of vulnerable people for shopping,  
  as they can receive the food they need through volunteers.

The Italian population reacted to confinement within the home and to the widespread 
pandemic of fear by having recourse to sociability, in other ways and through other 
means (electronic, etc.), and through creative events such as flash mobs and symbolic 
signs of any kind hanging in the windows and on the balconies. They testified to a grass-
roots solidarity generated by a non-organised civil society as the expression of a kind of 
community need, something to hold on to in order to confront looming risks and as an 
appeal to latent forms of social and trust bonds (Stanzani 2020). 

Lombardy was the Italian region worst hit by the virus. The Centro di Servizi per il Volon-
tariato della Lombardia CSVnet (the Lombardy Volunteer Service Centre) announced that 
more than 3,000 volunteers came forward to deal with the health emergency. Padua, 
the 2020 capital for volunteer work, mobilised 1,600 volunteers to handle the emergen-
cy. Each of these testified to the reaction of the Italian citizens to the pandemic event, 
leading each one to become involved in the more organised spheres of civil society, thus 
transmitting trust to the so-called intermediate organisations. 

In Iceland, civic engagement came in the form of social inclusion and self-responsibility 
to support the wider community. State-wide campaigns with slogans such as Civil defen-
ce is in our hands (Embætti landlæknis og almannavarnadeild ríkislögreglustjóra Direc-
torate of Health & Department of Civil Protection and Emergency Management) were 
the subtle moral nudges intended to influence cooperative behaviour. In order to reach 
non-Icelandic speaking residents regarding COVID-19 communiqués, news updates 
were gradually provided in other languages. A handful of outlets additionally provided 
public service announcement-style information and posters in multiple languages, nota-
bly from Red Cross Iceland and the City of Reykjavík. Part of the daily news briefing was 
delivered in Polish on March 20 and in English on March 30 (Lay and Halldórsdóttir 2020).

A study published in 2021 involving several European countries (France, Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and the UK), found that civic forms of engagement 
have become more common during the pandemic than political forms of engagement. 
Helping in the neighbourhood is the most widespread form of engagement in terms 
of occasional and regular participation, with donating money or posting something 
related to politics on the internet having to do with the COVID-19 crisis coming second. 
Spain is the country with the highest engagement level, followed by France, Italy, the 
United Kingdom, and Germany. Sweden and the Netherlands experience the lowest 
engagement rates. Most notably, in France, almost 60% of respondents reported having 
helped in the neighbourhood at least once during this period. Swedish exceptionalism 
is potentially related to the lack of early and strict lockdown measures that might have 
led to less ‘need’ for civic forms of engagement otherwise required in the rest of Europe 
(Borbáth,Hunger, Hutter, Oana 2021).

https://iris.univr.it/retrieve/handle/11562/1031713/185474/Trust%20and%20Civic%20Engagement%20in%20the%20Italian%20COVID-19%20Lockdown.pdf
https://www.csvlombardia.it
https://www.csvlombardia.it
https://www.almannavarnir.is/english/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brynja-Halldorsdottir-Gudjonsson/publication/349410984_This_is_the_first_time_as_a_foreigner_that_I_have_had_such_a_strong_connection_to_the_state_Parents'_voices_on_Icelandic_school_staying_open_in_the_time_of_COVID-19/links/604a2f50a6fdcc4d3e569903/This-is-the-first-time-as-a-foreigner-that-I-have-had-such-a-strong-connection-to-the-state-Parents-voices-on-Icelandic-school-staying-open-in-the-time-of-COVID-19.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/spsr.12446
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Civic heritage and engagement in the project partnership countries

All partners engaged in the project Our Civic Heritage have engaged in some shape 
of form of civic engagement activities. Their experiences depend on the type of their 
institution, the local and national context in which they operate and the sector they 
work in. When asked what civic heritage and civic engagement actually means to them, 
most partners responded that the concepts were not very familiar to them but that they 
understood better the term as the project partnership evolved and partners started to 
learn from each other’s research, stories and case studies. 

All partners agreed that civic heritage and civic engagement depends a lot on local 
context, country mentality and identity. For some countries, it is all about intercultural 
learning, while for others is part of active citizenship. The partners overwhelmingly re-
ported that the terms civic heritage and civic engagement at European level may still be 
new terms for many and can be confusing for the wider public. 

Generally speaking, non-governmental organisations with a charity mission and objec-
tives and those in the non-profit sector tend to be more focused on civic engagement 
activities. National policy contexts matter. 

Countries that promote civic engagement in their policies include initiatives from tax 
relief for charity donations for civic causes to paid time off-work to volunteer. Civic en-
gagement ranges from a very small and simple local activity (see for instance the local 
swimmers club case study from the UK, the international women’s choir in Iceland, or 
the garden’s project in the Netherlands) to global movements (such as the Friday climate 
change school strike included in our case studies from Spain).

While campaigning about civil actions has increased online and through social media, 
many people remain less engaged in civic activities, with a small number of people 
across populations and across countries remaining fully focused and engaged. 

Civic engagement in the Netherlands 
The Netherlands may be regarded as a country with a substantial and highly modernised 
civil society. Voluntary work is stable or rising, political activism has increased over the 
years as have donations to charity. In the rapidly growing sectors of international solida-
rity, environmental and moral issues, the main focus is probably on ‘cheque book’ acti-
vism and other support for tertiary organisations (Hart and Dekker 1999).

Post-war Dutch society has been characterised by a rapid growth in the service sector, 
the replacement of physical by mental labour, and a continuing rise of the level of edu-
cation. Within the labour sector, part-time jobs have increased, women have been more 
integrated in the everyday labour market leaving behind elderly people and the less 
educated leaving the labour process in large numbers. Young people constantly defer 
their entry to the labour market through ongoing and continuing education. Major shifts 
took place in the position of women between 1980 and 1995. In the early 80s one third 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ZR2EAgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA69&dq=Dekker+1999+civic+engagement&ots=xHAdRMdX94&sig=_Un8DjJwJpeoptomGcERSxIr5ik#v=onepage&q&f=false
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of women participated in the labour market, by mid-90s this rose to 50%. The group of 
highly educated people in their middle-life cycle has traditionally supplied many volun-
teers. But people in this group find themselves incredibly busy with a full diary of activity 
combining work, family and volunteering. Beneath them are people that have to com-
bine work with family (household and caring) commitments and further education or 
refresher training (Hart and Dekker 1999).

Civic engagement in Bulgaria 
The fall of socialism in Central and Eastern Europe restored ordinary citizens’ rights and 
freedoms and ended their political and social isolation. While the freedom of move-
ment was quickly embraced, civil society revival lagged due to the eroded civic norms, 
declining social capital, and worsening economic conditions. Research in this area has 
demonstrated that having close contacts abroad is consistently positively associated 
with civic engagement and that the cultural transmission of norms from abroad could be 
driving the results (Nikolova, Roman, Zimmermann 2017). 

Civic engagement in Iceland 
Organised civic participation is a relatively young phenomenon in Iceland. Recent rese-
arch findings show that participation is top-down driven and local elites have a lot of say 
in how civic participation is organised as they decide if they “accept” suggestions from 
the civic consultation platform. The neighbourhood councils are ceremonial networks, 
and while the youth councils are communicative, the school boards are self-reflective. 
Thus, institutionalisation of civic participation in Iceland is rather low and networks do 
not score high on the participatory ladder (Eyþórsson and Hlynsdóttir 2020). 

The country has had its own civic engagement history in relation to the environment, 
with its largest environmental NGO starting in 1969, where its predominant focus was on 
soil and vegetation conservation and has now shifted to protecting Iceland’s landscape 
(Landvernd.is, 2017). But one of Iceland’s first environmentalists (and a young one at 
that) was Sigridur Tomasdóttir, a young woman who helped stop foreign investors from 
damming the waterfall Gulfoss by threatening to throw herself off of it if they did and 
then advocating to make it a permanent. Iceland’s first direct activist network Saving 
Iceland launched in 2004 as a response to large amounts of heavy industry (Schwantes 
2017).

The non-profit Citizens Foundation was founded in 2008 in Iceland and now has offices 
in Iceland, the USA, the UK & the Netherlands. Its mission is to connect governments 
and citizens by creating open state-of-the-art engagement platforms and offering 
consultation on how to best plan & execute successful citizen engagement projects. It 
creates citizen engagement communities used by 2m people in 25 countries since 2008. 
Partners include Reykjavík city, Scottish Parliament, and the World Bank. The Foundation 
was awarded for their efforts with Better Reykjavik in 2011, winning the European award 
in the e-Democracy Awards as well as several local awards in 2011 and 2012. In 2015 a 
forum of the mayors of the Nordic capitals awarded the Better Neighbourhoods project 
in Reykjavík the Nordic Best Practice 2015 award.

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=ZR2EAgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA69&dq=Dekker+1999+civic+engagement&ots=xHAdRMdX94&sig=_Un8DjJwJpeoptomGcERSxIr5ik#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147596716300099
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-44794-6_13
https://landvernd.is/graenfanaradstefnan-2017/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigr%C3%AD%C3%B0ur_T%C3%B3masd%C3%B3ttir
https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://scholar.google.co.uk/&httpsredir=1&article=3773&context=isp_collection
https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://scholar.google.co.uk/&httpsredir=1&article=3773&context=isp_collection
https://www.citizens.is/
https://reykjavik.is/en/better-reykjavik-0
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Different age groups engage in civic engagement in different types of activity and sec-
tors. For instance, older and mostly retired people tend to engage with health issues or 
international causes such as the Red Cross and cancer charities. While younger people 
can be less engaged as they are too busy with their education, those who do engage in 
civic engagement activities tend to be in the environmental sector. This can be due to 
the global climate crisis and young people’s increased awareness about the planet and 
the environment.

Civic engagement in Italy
Since the 1990s, the themes of civic engagement, civic participation and political partici-
pation have been intertwined with some crucial problems in Italy: political disaffection, 
distrust of institutions, the relationship between representative democracy and delibera-
tive democracy. 

However, despite the difficulties of political representation, Italian society is also witnes-
sing the birth of ‘creative minorities’. The desire to participate in civic activities has not 
abandoned politics, but only parties. The exit of people from party offices (party mem-
bers have never been so few in republican history) was followed in an almost specular 
way by the entry of people into the offices of associations and committees of various 
kinds. And with these people came the desire to ‘participate’, to make their own contri-
bution for even small but symbolic causes (Briganti 2018).

Most recently, the notion of social capital has become an important concept that 
scholars use to concisely understand a variety of phenomena in Italy capable of in-
fluencing citizens’ wellbeing, quality of life, and economic efficiency. Looking at society 
through the lens of social capital, one appreciates how an accumulation of positive civic 
activities become implicit in daily social relations - informal or formal in the form of asso-
ciations (Cartocci, Vanelli, 2015). 

The role of digital media and social networks have helped create new forms of participa-
tion and in implementing forms of civic engagement inspired by bottom up participati-
on processes (Pepe, 2019). Italy is well known today for the development of associations, 
a fact confirmed by the recent designation of Padua as the European city of voluntee-
ring.

The impact achieved by civic activism in Italy is visible in many ways. Firstly, in legisla-
tion, with the introduction of laws on sexual violence or that on the confiscation of the 
assets of mafia groups. Then there is the mobilisation of human, technical and financial 
resources, such as the establishment of the figure of the cultural mediator or the use of 
fines imposed by the Antitrust Authority on companies to finance consumer protection 
projects. The behaviours of policy making actors must also be considered: an example 
of this is the spread of social reporting tools in the public and private sectors. Impact has 
been visible in mass culture, e.g., in the changed attitude towards people with disabili-

https://www.benecomune.net/rivista/rubriche/le-citta-del-ben-vivere/sostenibilita-e-benessere/la-democrazia-della-partecipazione/
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/una-mappa-del-capitale-sociale-e-della-cultura-civica-in-italia_%28L%27Italia-e-le-sue-Regioni%29/
http://www.aracneeditrice.it/aracneweb/index.php/pubblicazione.html?item=9788825528541
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ties or in the spread of critical consumption. Public management is also an area of chan-
ge: the introduction of standards and procedures for verifying the quality of services or 
the establishment of offices for relations with the public are due to the contribution of ci-
tizens’ organisations. Finally, market rules should be mentioned as a point of observation 
of the effects of civic action, because for example environmental performance or social 
responsibility standards have become mandatory matters for companies (Moro, 2015).

Civic engagement in Ireland 
Since the foundation of the Irish state citizenship education has been a contentious 
issue. The Catholic Church in Ireland did not favour the creation of a separate single 
school subject on citizenship as it believed that moral education and personal develop-
ment were best taught through religious education (Kerr, McCarthy and Smith, 2002). In 
1997 Civics, Social and Political Education (CSPE) was introduced, which replaced Civics. 
In summary, despite the problems in implementing the subject at school, it nevertheless 
found its way into the national curriculum.

In most recent times, civic engagement has been linked to the role of universities in 
supporting civic activities with their local communities. The Dublin City University for 
instance, aims to be a driver of social and economic development in the local and regio-
nal community. Civic engagement is best defined in the context as a mutually beneficial 
relationship between the university and the community. It encompasses local, national 
and global individuals and groups committed to social, economic, political and cultural 
development. In brief, civic engagement means working to ‘make a difference’ in the 
civic life of our communities through the development of appropriate knowledge, skills 
and values.

Based within the Irish Universities Association, Campus Engage is dedicated to suppor-
ting Irish higher education institutions to embed, scale and promote civic and commu-
nity engagement across staff and student teaching, learning and research. Currently all 
seven Irish universities and the Technological University of Dublin are represented on the 
Steering Committee and participate in the following areas of activity:
 • Community-based teaching and learning: accredited experiential community-
  based learning/community-based research (service learning).
 • Engaged research and innovation for societal impact: research that aims to 
  improve, understand or investigate an issue of public interest or concern, advan-
  ced with community partners rather than for them.
 • Student volunteering: scaling student volunteering through our online ‘tech for 
  good’ system studentvolunteer.ie
 • Planning for impact: building a national framework for measuring and evalua-
  ting the positive social impact of higher education civic and community engage-
  ment.

Civic engagement in Romania
The year 2014 marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the fall of the communist regime 
in Eastern Europe. Romania joined the EU in 2007, having come a long way from Nicolae 
Ceausescu’s dictatorship. Its booming economy was dividing it into an elite, small upper 
class and a larger emergent underclass. While a glossy brochure was publishing the ran-

https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/la-cittadinanza-attiva-nascita-e-sviluppo-di-un-anomalia_%28L%27Italia-e-le-sue-Regioni%29/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-3435.00101
https://www.dcu.ie/engagement
https://www.iua.ie/
https://www.campusengage.ie/
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king of the 300 richest Romanians (which included many well-known politicians), whose 
total wealth was estimated to be over 17 billion euros, the majority of Romanians, whose 
average net monthly wage was approximately 230 euros, believed that corrupt dealings 
and political insider deals were behind this wealth, which was often amassed in a short 
period of time (Toma 2015).

During the communist era, numerous social and political constraints limited civic en-
gagement in communities throughout Central and Eastern Europe. A research project 
comparing the people of Cluj-Napoca with people in Indiana USA highlighted that peop-
le in Romania discuss politics less, engage in interactive forms of political participation 
at lower rates, know less about their neighbours, and fail to link the interests of people in 
the community to broader political judgments. Given the centrality of civic engagement 
to democratic legitimacy, these findings justify concern regarding the prospects for full 
democratisation in Central and Eastern European contexts in which social interaction 
does not yet flourish (Mondack, Gearing 2002).

As communism did not enable civic engagement, there may still be a passive mentali-
ty in Romania on civic engagement activity. This mentality has started to change and 
nowadays the concept of civic heritage and engagement can be looked at from different 
perspectives (while it used to be quite narrow in the past). This shift started 25 years ago 
but is still relatively slow while some of the activities in this area can be influenced by a 
culture of corruption. The concept of civic engagement organisations has broadly come 
from abroad in the shape of widely known international organisations such as the Red 
Cross and Caritas. 

Civic engagement in Spain
The history of civic engagement in Spain is closely linked to the evolution of the coun-
try’s regime, from its more repressive, fascist influenced, and totalitarian phase to the 
later phase of diplomatic and economic reintegration to Western Europe. The space 
opened from this political process, opened the door to voluntary associations, which 
emerged as the return of civil society (Radcliff 2011). 

The international revival in civic education over the past decade did not have a perva-
ding impact on the Spanish education system. Unlike efforts in Britain, many former 
communist countries and democracies in other parts of the world such as Australia, 
Spanish efforts to invigorate education for democratic citizenship have been modest. 
Nevertheless, there has been a growing interest and an increasing realisation that Spain 
is part of a new, more democratic Europe which needs civic education for its young 
people to enhance democratic citizenship. For example, the 1990 General Law for the 
Regulation of the Spanish Educational System (LOGSE) included Civic Education as part 
of the planned educational reform for Spain at the end of the Twentieth century (Naval, 
Print, Iriarte-Redin 2003). 

Spain’s experience of civic engagement has clearly been shaped by its political history 
and the project’s selected case studies from Spain reflect this. Following civil war and a 
dictatorship, Spain joined the EU in the 1980s and gradually started to change its eco-
nomic model and views on European integration. There are many civic movements in 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315689715-11/perceptions-ethics-corruption-romania-roxana-toma
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/0162-895X.00121
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9780230241053
https://dadun.unav.edu/handle/10171/20890
https://dadun.unav.edu/handle/10171/20890
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Spain today. But the risk is that there may be too many organisations focusing on the 
same or at least similar issues. Perhaps some of the actions need to be more coherent 
to bring better change and be able to make stronger impact on society. Some of the 
civic engagement issues are still treated in silos. While civic engagement has progressed 
over they years, there is a view that it remains linked to politics. Left wing parties tend 
to be more involved in hands-on activities and grass root engagement while the right 
may be focusing more on the financial implications. Politics can affect sectors too with 
environmental activities being mostly led by green or left wing parties. The concept of 
civic engagement being one of joining solidarity and human rights has been historically 
linked to trade union activities. But currently online engagement and social media may 
affect people’s knowledge. The notion of news versus fake news and the impact of social 
media on this should be noted.

Civic engagement in the United Kingdom
The UK government measures civic engagement in three areas:

 • civic participation which refers to engagement in democratic processes such as  
  contacting a local official (a councillor or MP) or signing a petition. 
 • civic consultation which refers to taking part in a consultation about local 
  services through completing a questionnaire or attending a public meeting. 
 • civic activism which refers to involvement in activities in the local community, 
  from being a councillor, volunteer, or school governor to being part of a local 
  health, housing, crime or education group on services. 

Civic engagement particularly in terms of citizenship and integration of all groups 
(including minoritised groups) has been a key political priority in the UK since at least 
the end of the 1980s. The ‘politics of integration’ correspond in fact to a policy response 
to various social problems (such as discrimination, racism, intolerance) that emerged in 
various areas, and represent a new political discourse regarding active citizenship. This 
reflects an overall strategy meant to reframe the basis for civic and political engagement 
and participation in Britain (Cristiano Bee 2014).

While civic engagement has been part of a wider discussion in the UK on common 
values (for instance the values of equity, integration, inclusivity) the experience of not 
belonging, or looking in disbelief at one’s compatriots and wondering whether there can 
be common ground, is familiar to UK citizens in the contentious run-up to and aftermath 
of the 2016 EU referendum and following from that the process of Brexit (Sanderson, 
Prentice, Wolf, Weistein, Kasser, Crompton 2019). Post-Brexit, although there continues 
to be a high involvement in civic engagement activity in the UK, it would be fair to argue 
that in some contexts (particularly in terms of political participation) there is more ten-
sion and disagreement, which often leads to tension around common values in society. 
One could conclude that as a result of political tension, civic engagement has become a 
lot more complex. A cause one member of the public gets enthusiastic about and fully 
supports, maybe someone else’s ultimate nightmare. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-202021-civic-engagement-and-social-action/civic-engagement-and-social-action-community-life-survey-202021
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17448689.2014.895604
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00559/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00559/full
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Conclusions and recommendations

The research, through the interviews, workshops and rapid literature review in the part-
ner countries has led to the following conclusions:

 • Notions of civic heritage and engagement have evolved considerably thanks to 
  the development of networks, associations and (social) media
 • Political and societal context matters and dramatically influences countries’ or 
  regions’ attitudes to civic engagement
 • Although some civic engagement may have traditionally been led by 
  governments or ‘top down’ approaches, the development of less formal activities 
  through volunteering and the impact of social media and networking means 
  that there are now many more ways to define and learn from civic engagement 
  and participation
 • Despite the openness of society to participation in civic engagement, in many 
  countries, civic engagement continues to be a matter for ‘elites’ and certain 
  groups (the wealthier, better educated, less ethnically diverse), essentially 
  making some of the civic engagement activities less inclusive 

As a result of the research and methodology, the following recommendations would 
support the development of the further intellectual outputs of the project:

 • Partners should seek to select case studies and promote civic engagement 
  activities in a variety of areas to illustrate the variety and diversity of notions of 
  civic heritage and the geographical differences as illustrated by the research
 • Case studies, digital stories and training material could illustrate those less 
  represented in society, for instance, ethnic minorities, the elderly, or women
 • Civic engagement should be looked at its broadest sense, beyond raising 
  money but could also illustrate local initiatives, activism, and innovation to 
  support policy making and further development. 


