
 
 

Citizenship: exploring the contribution of Occupational Therapy 
 
 

 
1. Defining citizenship 
 
The European Year of Citizens focuses attention on the qualities of citizenship. Every individual is a citizen, whether 
of the state, the EU or the world. Citizenship, in the widest sense, is both a right and a responsibility to participate with 
others in cultural, social and economic life and in the public affairs of society. With such a participatory or active 
concept of citizenship it becomes an educational and negotiated process as well as a regulatory and legal task. It 
invites people to consider each other as equals, as fellow citizens, and facilitating citizenship as a mutually shared 
interdependent responsibility. Citizenship enhances civic participation and fosters social cohesion in a time of 
increasing social and cultural diversity (1). 
 
We recommend the use of the term "participatory citizenship" as a working definition. Participatory citizenship is 
defined as "participation in civil society, community and/or political life, characterised by mutual respect and non-
violence and in accordance with human rights and democracy" (2). This definition is supported by the different 
traditions and models of citizenship across Europe, including the liberal, communitarian, civic republican and critical 
citizenship models (3). It comprises a wide range of activities including informal social interaction, civic engagement, 
protest activities and conventional politics.  
 
 
2.  Citizenship and human rights 
 
Participatory citizenship is enacted through participation in the everyday life of society and is interconnected with the 
concepts of human and occupational rights. While human rights are concerned with the broader spectrum of 
fundamental rights and freedoms in every aspect of people's lives, citizenship focuses primarily on democratic rights 
and mutual responsibilities, social cohesion and tolerance (4).  
 
 
3.  Citizenship, occupation and occupational therapy  
 
Fostering participatory citizenship cuts across all levels and dimensions of society. It is related to the functioning of 
society as a whole, its inclusiveness, and therefore is complex, interdependent and interferential with actors on 
different levels and different dimensions. Therefore, comprehensive intersectorial and collaborative action is required 
to ensure coherent and integrated initiatives to foster participatory citizenship. Occupational therapy is one of these 
stakeholders. 
 
Occupational therapists work with individuals and groups who experience limitations or barriers to participation in 
occupation (5), as an outcome of both individual factors (e.g. ill health) and/or social factors (e.g. poverty, 
unemployment, limited social capital, lack of opportunities or access to resources) (6-8). Participatory citizenship 
refers to engagement with the civic, political, social, economic and cultural spheres of society. This engagement is 
expressed through the experience of belonging, by the doing of everyday occupations, by the sharing of 
activities/occupations with others, and by the contribution of occupations to the collective well-being and welfare of 
the society. Potential restriction of participation in occupations is also a restriction of citizenship. 

 
 
4.  Citizenship as a complex concept: partnerships, collaboration and empowerment 

As a concept citizenship is complex, multidimensional, and has multiple levels. As a dynamic process it is shaped 
within the particular context and circumstances which arise through human relationships and is expressed through 
occupation. Consequently it raises dilemmas, ethical issues, problems of education and of practice for the occupational 
therapist. The promotion of participatory citizenship includes concern for those people restricted not only in access to 



community, but also restricted to the processes of citizenship including equitable participation in discussion, decision 
making and conflict resolution. Key issues to consider include: 

a) Partnerships 

The complex and multidimensional processes of citizenship involve many social actors, and need to be 
approached from a kaleidoscopic perspective. This calls for collaborative approaches and interdisciplinary/ 
transdisciplinary work (9). 

b) Physical, social and virtual spaces in which to practice citizenship. 

Citizenship takes place through a large number of social institutions, for example those providing employment, 
education, and legal regulation Equity of access (accessibility) and equity of engagement in the processes of these 
institutions needs to be ensured.  

These spaces also promote opportunities for people to share experiences of life with others, in work, leisure, play, 
intimacy, and creativity. These spaces are not neutral, and their role in promoting participation or not is important. 
They can be places for inclusive actions where citizens strengthen their perception of belonging and change can 
happen. 

c) Participatory citizenship as a way of being in the world with others  

Citizenship is expressed through occupation with others in a social context, and is challenged by inequality, 
discrimination and other forms of exclusion or privilege. Empowering citizenship includes: having a say and being 
listened to, self-power, own decision-making, having control or gaining further control, being free, independence, 
being capable of fighting for one’s rights, and being recognized and respected as equal citizens and human beings 
with a contribution to make (10-12). 

Engagement with others, the recognition of and respect for difference, together with the on-going collective 
questioning of acceptable or not forms of occupation are essential to the process of participatory citizenship.  

 

5.  Citizenship and education 

Participatory citizenship is primarily a learnt activity. Learning about citizenship is not the mere acquisition or transfer 
of knowledge by an individual. It is a process of social participation (13), which occurs through opportunities for the 
production or construction of knowledge (14). It requires that professionals and service users or clients, teachers and 
students, interact as citizens, with the competence to engage in dialogue, manage conflicts and cooperate, and have a 
commitment to active democratic participation in society. Engaging in civic society requires an understanding and 
acceptance of its plurality as well as the skills to engage in one’s community to address various forms of injustice (23). 
Occupational therapists require the competences (15) to establish learning processes for citizenship in all contexts, and 
to work with others to establish effective approaches towards overcoming barriers to participatory citizenship. 

 

6.  Conclusion 

 
The current reality of the world is far from the fulfillment of human rights and citizenship. There is a strong argument 
for mutual efforts, knowledge exchange, civic engagement and partnerships in order to promote social changes. 
Occupation is a way to enact citizenship; through practices, participation and engagement with others. Therefore, 
occupational therapists primarily act as citizens themselves, able to identify and recognise their rights and capacities. 
However, they are also able to develop interventions and objectives which aim to realise those rights and capacities 
within individuals and wider communities. 
 
1.3.2013. Prepared for ENOTHE by the citizenship working group: Hetty Fransen (Tunisia/The Netherlands), Sarah 
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