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Reform of the Catenian Association:   

ANC submission to the Central Council Review Committee 

Summary 

The ANC submission has been developed in response to the Woodford SWG report which was 
called for in the light of a real deterioration in the social status and perceived purpose and value of 
the Association as evidenced by significant declines in membership and activity levels due to a 
rapidly aging membership.   

The ANC considers that the Association’s constitutional framework has to provide greater flexibility 
for Circles and members (and potential members) to grow and develop.  The current men only one 
size fits all approach is rejected in favour of a more socially inclusive framework.  The ANC has 
recommended two fundamental changes to the existing constitutional framework:  

a) The opening up of the Association to all lay Catholics; and 
 
b) The adoption of the following unifying mission to guide members and Circles in their activities 
 around the world: 

“The mission of the Association is to strengthen the faith of lay Catholics through faith-based 
 friendship” 

The ANC submission has been developed against a set of principles which provide the context for 
its recommendations.  In addition to the above recommendations, the ANC has also recommended 
a range of administrative changes to the way the Association is managed at all levels.  The ANC is 
confident that the adoption of all these recommendations will ensure the growth and development of 
the Association as an inclusive part of the Church and society in the 21st century.  Its vision for the 
reformed Association is as follows: 

“The Association provides a faith based safe haven for all lay Catholics to develop friendships; 
and through faith, social, charitable, business and learning networks contributes to a better and 
more just world and society.  While joined in common bonds and values, Circles are free to 
develop membership, meeting and activity arrangements best suited to their needs as active 
Catholics.”   

The ANC appreciates that not all Circles will want to change their arrangements or membership and 
that change will be gradual.  Accordingly, Central Council should issue formal guidance to all Circles 
to the effect they are free to apply the changes or not consistent with their members’ wishes.    
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   The Reform Response:   

The Woodford SWG report identified certain key issues for reform.   The ANC joins with Central 

Council in thanking the Group for its efforts and its consideration of the issues.  The ANC response 

to those issues has been developed following an extensive consultation process on the report with 

Circles, and Province 20, 21 and Victorian Area Councils.  To provide context for the response, it 

has been prepared against the following principles: 

1. The response reflects feedback from members, Provincial and Area Councils but does not 
necessarily incorporate any specific suggestions or recommendations;  
 

2. The response is strategic in that it is designed to respond to the diverse needs and attitudes 
of members around the whole of the Association and to cater for social, demographic and 
cultural changes in our various societies over the next 10 years, including in a post Covid 19 
environment; 
 

3. The review is an opportunity of last resort; the need for comprehensive reform is not limited 
to the issues identified by the Woodford report; 
 

4. A need for an action focus – simply accepting a SWG comment such as Central Council 
should develop a mission statement, is not seen as helpful; So the response includes a 
suggested mission statement; the same can be said for a number of similar comments; 
 

5. There is a need to articulate a reform vision – we need to let members know how we see the 
Association developing; this is different to a Council vision in its jurisdiction, time and culture; 
 

6. Subsidiarity – we can’t simply refer all actions to Central Council – as envisaged in the recent 
structural review, the focus is on National Councils managing the reforms; Central Council’s 
future role should be limited; cultural and national diversity is key; 
 

7. Society has evolved and will continue to change – particularly in the light of Covid 19 – a one 
size fits all approach is rejected as is the need to adhere to a particular meeting standard 
based on face to face contact; the future Association has to be more creative and flexible; 
 

8. National, Provincial and Area Councils need to be able to respond to a need for substantial 
restructuring of Circles and to work more closely with the Church in providing a lay catholic 
platform for Christ’s faithful; 
 

9. The Constitutional Documents need to provide the flexibility for these and other changes.  
And changes to the Constitution have to be approved by the Association membership – the 
model presented seeks to do that; only limited key changes are proposed which should 
facilitate a positive vote – but it does need to be sold.  And that will require a significant effort; 
 

10. The Association’s resources (both people and financial) are very limited – their application 
has to be very effective and old measures and practices abandoned if necessary.  The 
application of development funds to these measures is recommended. 
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Woodford SWG Issues ANC Comments and Response 
 

1. The main strategic thrust is the 
development of the Association and 
the increase in membership numbers, 
both in its extant territories, and 
through further international 
development. To do this requires an 
Association Development Plan, 
properly costed with measurable 
targets, which the Central Council 
should jointly own with the National 
Councils and the IRC. 
 

ANC agrees but notes that the plan needs to be developed 
from Circles up.  Each entity needs to set their 
development targets and plans.  These should be 
aggregated to form the Association’s Development Plan. 
Provincial plans would be the sum of their Circles plans’ 
plus a plan for expansion of Circles in its area. 
National Councils plans would be the sum of Provinces 
plans’ plus a plan for expansion outside of Provinces in its 
area. 
The Association Development Plan would be the sum of 
its National Councils’ plans plus a plan for growth of 
Development Areas and expansion outside of existing 
National Councils as identified by the International 
Regional Council.  
Success in the development of the plan and its execution 
will be a product of the persistence and perseverance of 
the officers at Provincial and National Level to ensure the 
plans are done and then the action taken to bring the plans 
to fruition.  It should also be noted that membership 
enrolments, resignations and forfeitures are greatly 
impacted by the number and attractiveness of the Circle’s 
events and activities, so the Circle’s event planning can be 
even more important than the membership plan. 
 

2 There is a proliferation of 
different representations of the 
Catenian Mission, Vision and Purpose. 
The Association should have a single 
overarching representation and 
identity as a good shorthand but permit 
some deviation in appropriate 
circumstances for specific activities 
and undertakings e.g. the Bursary 
Fund. The Central Council, in 
conjunction with the National Councils, 
should consider whether the 
Association should have a single 
international strapline to be used with 
the Catenian logo or whether it is 
acceptable to have several different 
straplines.  To address one of the most 
urgent issues, the Association needs to 
define our ‘elevator pitch’, i.e. a clear 
and concise definition of who we are 
and what we do. This should state our 
‘unique selling points’. A credit card 
sized artefact, already in use in some 
parts of the Association, could be 
produced and made available across 
the entire membership.    
 

ANC agrees.  In formulating a Mission Statement, it is 
necessary to consider (1) Who God calls us to serve; and 
(2) How God calls us to serve. In this context, While the 
concept of mission could be agreed and articulated by 
Councils, ANC agrees the Association should be united in 
a single mission.  Since the Constitution is the definitive 
guide to the Association, and to avoid possible confusion, 
the ANC recommends that the Constitution be amended 
with the insertion of the following new clause:  
 
“1.3  The mission of the Association is to strengthen the 
faith of lay Catholics through faith-based friendship” 
 
While the activities of Circles and Councils should always 
be consistent with our mission, it should also be evident 
that through our faith, social, charitable, business and 
learning networks we contribute to a better world. 
 
It is also critical that we articulate our sustainable 
competitive advantage – that special capability that will 
enable us to succeed in fulfilling our mission - as 
measured by a plentiful and continuing supply of 
members. This capability should be the source of our 
“unique selling points” and which should be publicised 
extensively - we will succeed by continually arranging 
activities that members and visitors enjoy and consider 
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value for money and time spent attending, as measured 
by feedback and attendance numbers for each event. 
 
ANC also supports the concept of straplines but suggests 
that this be left to National Councils to determine and 
publicise.   
 
While the ANC suggests that each Central, National, 
Provincial and Circle Council should determine its own 
vision for the Association in its area, culture and time, it 
considers these reforms be framed around the following 
reform vision and be sold and publicised as such (but not 
as part of constitutional change):  
 
“The Association provides a faith based safe haven for all 
lay Catholics to develop friendships; and through faith, 
social, charitable, business and learning networks 
contributes to a better and more just world and society.  
While joined in common bonds and values, Circles are 
free to develop membership, meeting and activity 
arrangements best suited to their needs as active 
Catholics.”   
 
The ANC recommends that resources be allocated by 
Central Council to National Councils and the DDA to 
publicise and manage this transition.  The ANC also 
recommends that Central Council and National Councils 
establish appropriate planning and monitoring 
arrangements to give effect to these reforms.    
 
ANC also considers that this aspect of the report 
addresses our “spirituality of interdependence” – faith, 
friendship, respect and service.  The service dimension ie 
“encouraging and supporting others towards more fulfilling 
futures” provides National Councils in particular with an 
opportunity to demonstrate leadership to our Church and 
society.The ANC will consider relevant issues from time to 
time in consultation with Provincial and Area Councils.   
 
It recommends that all Circles and Councils assess their 
own focus and so be able to respond positively to the 
question of what it is we do.  The age of catholic action at 
rest has passed.   
 
 

3 The Association (more than 
individual members) should show more 
active support for the Church in 
parishes and generally in public.  
Individual members translate their faith 
into daily decisions, actions and 
interpersonal relationships – members 
reinforce one another in the practice of 
their faith.   

The ANC agrees in principle that Circles should be open 
to working closely with parishes, but this may not always 
be possible in some locations.  The ANC suggests that 
each Circle develop appropriate arrangements to manage 
this and recommends each Provincial and Area Council 
review developments annually.  
  



 

5 | P a g e  
 

4 The Association must show 
compassion and true friendship to 
members who have difficulty in 
upholding the practice of their faith, 
whilst avoiding bringing the 
Association into disrepute.   
 

ANC agrees and recommends each National Provincial 
and Area Council be charged with developing and 
implementing plans appropriate to its region to give effect 
to this proposal.   

5 The Association should be 
open to lapsed Catholics who are 
otherwise accepted as men of honour. 
A number of additional sources of 
membership are suggested: lapsed 
Catholics, Catholic women, non-
Catholic spouses of Catholic women, 
clergy members, and non-Catholic 
Friends of Catenians. Circles should 
feel able to recruit as members those 
who profess to being Catholic through 
baptism or by reception. The 
Association is not judgemental and 
should not be perceived as such. All 
prospective members are expected to 
be “men of honour” and not likely to 
bring the Association into disrepute.    
Women already have a place with the 
Association with wives and daughters 
frequently participating in social 
programmes, and young women 
receiving awards from our bursary 
schemes. Women are permitted to 
attend Circle meetings as visitors. 
There are, however, many members 
who wish to retain the men only 
membership criteria. They see a 
distinction and benefit of being in an 
exclusively male Association and 
compare this with the number of 
exclusively women’s organisations in 
the Catholic Church. Others consider 
the Association should follow the 
modern trend of inclusivity and move to 
welcome women as members. 
Husbands and wives should be 
regarded as joint members paying a 
single subscription, and not have to 
pay double subscriptions.   
 

The ANC considers that Circles and members should be 
free to respond to these challenges as they see fit.  It also 
considers that the Association’s governance structure be 
modernised to allow such flexibility.  Accordingly, the ANC 
recommends that: 
 

• Constitution clause 2.2 (i) be amended by deleting the 
word “practising”. and 

 

• rule 1 be amended by deleting the word “practising” 
and adding after “laymen” the words “and laywomen”. 

 
 
In order to allow the gender changes to be applied to all of 
the Constitution Documents, there is a corresponding 
need to amend the interpretation section of the 
Constitution.  The ANC recommends that: 
 

• Constitution heading “Interpretation of this 
Constitution” be amended to read simply 
“Interpretation” and the following wording added: 
“Words of a particular gender in any of the 
Constitutional Documents include the other gender”  

  
The ANC does not support an option of a phased 
approach providing members with an opportunity to vote 
for either deleting the concept of “practicing” catholic and/ 
or adding support for laywomen.   
 
ANC supports the concept of joint capitation for husbands 
and wives.  It notes that Circles are also free to discount 
their annual subscriptions if they so wish.      
 
The ANC notes that change will be gradual, 
notwithstanding these amendments, but they will help 
assure that the Association is able to offer faith-based 
friendship to all Catholics and so help assure the future of 
the Association. 
 
The ANC appreciates that not all Circles will change their 
arrangements and membership.   
 
Subject to members’ acceptance of the above proposals, 
it is recommended that Central Council issue formal 
guidance to all Circles to the effect they are free to apply 
the changes or not consistent with their members’ wishes.   
It is further recommended that Central Council initiate an 
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appropriate redrafting of the Handbook by the National 
Councils to reflect these changes.   The redraft should not 
only accommodate the above changes but should also 
provide for streamlining and modernisation of the 
Association’s procedures.   
 
ANC suggests that the proposed changes to the 
Constitution and Rule be given a short-delayed start date, 
of sufficient time to allow for the Handbook to be 
appropriately amended by the start date. 
 

6 The restructure arrangements 
brought about in 2016 require some 
adjustment to provide better 
governance, particularly to the newly 
established development areas and to 
continue with international 
development. The establishment of an 
International Regional Council on a par 
with the National Councils is 
recommended. The size, effectiveness 
and efficiency of the National Councils 
was not within the remit of the SWG but 
is clearly an area of concern 
particularly to some GB members. The 
role and duties of Directors and 
Provincial Presidents should also be 
re-examined in this context. Many 
members regard the Association as 
still too top heavy, and centrally 
controlled. The Restructure project 
envisaged that National Councils 
would take the initiative to drive for 
efficiency and effectiveness and bring 
about the changes needed to make the 
Association more attractive to the 
Catholic communities in which it 
operates. More effective operation of 
the principle of subsidiarity to devolve 
decision making to Provinces/Areas 
and Circles is considered necessary. 
These units within the Association are 
where most effectiveness in 
recruitment and retention can be 
achieved.   
 

The ANC supports these comments and will work to 
improve the effectiveness of its governance 
arrangements.   
 
The ANC is also of the view that the Association’s 
governance would be strengthened with the preparation 
and publication of separate accounts for the Central and 
National Councils (as required under the Regulations, and 
in particular 49, 60, and 62), the Association companies 
and the developing areas as well as a consolidated report 
for the whole of the Association. 

7 A major review of the Head 
Office and Association business 
processes and the supporting ICT is 
considered to be a high priority. As a 
global organisation with a considerable 
devolved governance and 
administration, the present 
arrangements need substantial 
reappraisal. Managing and controlling 

The ANC supports the proposal to review HO support 
arrangements, including its IT infrastructure.   
 
The ANC does not support a centrally controlled website, 
which it considers would be unnecessarily restrictive and 
inflexible particularly in relation to content changes. 
Rather, appropriate linkages to national websites should 
suffice.  The ANC agrees that all websites should have a 
dual focus: 
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this changing environment is a key 
challenge for the Association both now 
and in the future.  A centrally controlled 
and managed website for the entire 
Association is becoming imperative in 
order to maintain security, veracity and 
standards. The Association’s ICT 
Social Media policies need to address 
whether other websites, additional to 
the Master Association Website based 
in the UK, are desirable or necessary.  
The SWG recommends the 
development of an ICT-Social Media 
Strategy/Plan addressing all these 
issues, including the options of 
technical support from recognised 
providers. The accounting and 
management of the Association’s 
finances, particularly those pertinent to 
the use of investment funds for 
Association development, needs to be 
reappraised with a view to providing 
much greater visibility to members of 
the actual working of the Association 
rather than just the essential regulated 
reporting of company accounts.  
 

- A members’ information source and exchange; and 
- A public marketing medium including clear 

association identification principles spelling out who 
we are and what we stand for. 

 
ANC supports the development of a social media 
infrastructure – but one managed and devolved through 
the provision of national guidelines to Provinces, Areas 
and Circles. 
   
ANC has long advocated greater transparency of 
accounts and budgets and supports the proposals.   

8 There is an urgent need to 
explain and promote the mission and 
purpose of the Association, to both the 
members of the Association and to the 
Catholic world at large.  
 

ANC agrees and considers that this should be the 
responsibility of National Councils, in close cooperation 
with Provinces. 

9. The funding for development 
should be ring-fenced and derived 
exclusively from the returns on the 
Association’s investment funds. Use of 
investment funds for other purposes 
must be prohibited.  Priority should be 
given to expanding extant areas, 
including Great Britain and Australia.  
The raising of Malta to Provincial status 
is supported. 
 

ANC agrees that the development funds should be used 
for the development of the Association, including in 
existing areas, and be managed by Central Council.  
Central Council’s annual budget and corresponding 
accounts shall identify the regions / projects for which 
allocations are made and subsequently utilised.   

10. Several areas for 
modernisation have already been 
covered and are within the decision 
making capability of Provinces and 
Circles. Recommendation – Just Do It 
- including: Format for Circle Meetings; 
Social events and activities; Circle 
visiting; Supporting Parishes, Clergy 
and the Church as a whole; Helping 
others – Association charities, local 

ANC considers that the meeting arrangements outlined in 
the handbook and manual of procedure should be a guide 
only.  It follows that the traditional meeting format should 
be able to be modified to meet local, social and cultural 
needs.  The Handbook currently states that National 
Councils can issue guidance relating to the procedures, to 
reflect cultural and social norms, but that the procedures 
set out are core procedures which set an irreducible 
minimum. The ANC considers that the flexibility envisaged 
above should be reflected in the revised handbook.   
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charities, working with the local 
community; Work with young 
Catholics, youth, students, bursary 
candidates.  The aim must be to 
improve the Circle ambience and make 
it something of value and worthwhile 
for prospective members to join.   
 

 
ANC also agrees that the support of ancillary groups, 
including youth and academic groups is a matter for 
councils at all levels.   
 

11. SWG recommends a 
programme of marketing and 
communication campaigns. 
Recruitment activities, linked with such 
marketing initiatives will need to be 
tailored to different age/demographic 
groups, and enunciate a clear, 
unambiguous statement as to what the 
Association stands for, including a 
clearly defined mission statement that 
goes to the core of the ethos of the 
Association.  This must be readily 
comprehended throughout the 
broader Catholic community, globally. 
However, recruitment must not be a 
rush for numbers, and quality of 
membership must not to be sacrificed 
for quantity.   
 

ANC agrees that such campaigns should best be 
assessed by National Councils, in cooperation with 
Provinces and Circles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12. It is recommended that the 
Association adopts a class of 
Associate Member – which might also 
be called Friends of Catenians – who 
can attend meetings and participate 
fully in Circle social programmes but 
would not be eligible to stand for office 
as President or Provincial Councillor or 
higher offices. Circle already have the 
right to invite clergy to attend meetings 
and social events.   
 

ANC does not support this concept.  All members should 
have equal rights and obligations.  They should not be 
compromised.  With the expansion of membership, as 
envisaged above, this option no longer seems necessary. 

 ANC agrees that Circles should be free to appoint Circle 
Chaplains but not as members.  Membership should 
reflect the Church’s vision of lay people standing up on 
their own in the world – something that Vatican II also 
proposed and is now ensconced in Canon Law. We should 
remain a lay association.  
 

13. The SWG recommends 
retaining and reinforcing the 
arrangements intended post 
restructure of the Association, with the 
operation and coordination of the 
Association being at Province, Area 
and Circle levels i.e. return subsidiarity 
to the circles thus enabling decision-

ANC agrees with the concepts.  It recommends that 
Central Council agree a Service Level Agreement (SLA) 
with GBNC to provide accounting, secretarial and clerical 
support from the GBNC.  The SLA should specify what 
services are to be provided and at what cost.  The SLA 
should be reviewed and renegotiated annually. 
 



 

9 | P a g e  
 

making strength at the most local level.  
This would address the perception that 
since Restructure the Association has 
become ‘top heavy’ with too much 
decision making at National level, 
rather than at Circle/Province 
(membership) level.  Clarity is required 
as to whether the Central Council or a 
specific individual is the current 
leader/titular head of the Association 
(formerly Grand President).  With the 
uppermost level of the Association 
(Central Council) responsible for 
substantial expenditure, accountability 
for its governance needs to be 
transparent, particularly in respect of 
spending and the purpose of the 
spend.  
 

ANC agrees that the development funds should be used 
for the development of the Association, including in 
existing areas, and be managed by Central Council.  
Central Council’s annual budget and corresponding 
accounts shall identify the regions / projects for which 
allocations are made and subsequently utilised.  .  
 
Similarly, the payment of contributions to Central Council 
by National and other Councils should be on the basis of 
specific SLAs 
 

14. The SWG recommends the 
appointment of a marketing 
professional to the Central Council to 
lead and co-ordinate all marketing and 
publicity and communications for the 
Association. This position would need 
to be supported from all other sections 
of the Association (National, 
Provincial/Area and Circles). The 
Association should also consider the 
appointment of a Communications 
Officer to complement our Catena 
Editor, dedicated to the global 
Association’s web presence, and 
providing a service as moderator of 
content, such as on Facebook, Twitter 
and other social media where practical.   
 

ANC does not support a centralised approach. Central 
Council should best operate within a policy of neutrality.  It 
needs to be and be seen as a body that develops and 
directs policy, sets broad strategic development goals, 
approves the application of investment funds and 
oversees the development of operational processes that 
serve more than one National Council i.e. it’s a 
“supervisory board” not a “management board”    
 
The ANC agrees, however, that effective communications 
is essential to the growth and development of the 
Association.  The ANC suggests, however, that a full 
review of the Association’s communications needs 
(including Catena) be initiated with a view to providing 
recommendations on the application of print, electronic 
and social media at the national and international levels, 
particularly at a time of social and cultural change.  ANC 
also suggests that the contribution of the bursary and 
benevolence funds to the Association’s new mission be 
reviewed and assessed for their continued relevance and 
focus.  
 
These reviews need to comprehend the diverse cultural 
and social dimensions of the Association.   
 

 


