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Civic London Forum Meeting
As part of a wider consultation exercise, the Civic University Network organised a network
meeting of London HEIs, with an interest in developing civic activity. The invitation was open
to all London HEIs, and 28 different HEIs were represented at the event (see annex). It was
co-ordinated and facilitated by two partners in the Civic University Network, Queen Mary
University of London and the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement.
The meeting included case studies, provocations and two breakout sessions, where delegates
shared civic ‘work in progress’ and considered the value of joining forces to sustain a London
Civic network.
This report summarises the presentations and the breakout discussions.

Key takeaways from the event
A rich tapestry of civic activity is underway in London, much of it underway for many years, but
given added impetus by the Civic University Commission. The three case studies shared at the
meeting, and the breakout conversations, provide a snapshot of activity ranging from the work
of small specialist institutions to large research intensive universities
Delegates were confident that the momentum underpinning this civic activity was significant –
it is not a passing fashion, but reflects a strategic shift in how HEIs are understanding their
social purpose. Each HEIs will have a different take on how to be ‘civic’ – and may not
foreground the term – but the commitment to enhancing the sector’s contribution to society is
robust and likely to be sustained.
There was a strong appetite from delegates to meet regularly to share work in this area, and to
scale up the impact of the work through collective action.
There are some significant challenges to being civic in London, including:
• Overlapping geographies – with a significant overlap in the geographical territories of
different HEIs and of partner organisations, where should HEIs ‘draw a line’ around their
civic activity? Should they focus their impact or cast it more widely
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• Duplicating effort – how can London HEIs avoid duplicating work already happening,
either by other universities or other anchor institutions, and instead, perhaps start to
map needs and expertise and build on what's already underway, and pool resources
more effectively?
• Partner overload – there is a risk that key partner organisations are required to work
with multiple HEIs on pan-London issues. These could potentially be tackled collectively
and strategically as a group of universities.
• Engaging with civil society and citizens – how can citizens be engaged to ensure that
their priorities and interests are reflected in the civic activity universities undertake?
• Covid-19 – the pandemic has placed huge stress on partner organisations and
communities. This requires great sensitivity. Universities must avoid ‘muscling in’, even
with the best of intentions
Some fruitful areas for collaboration were identified, including:
• Partnering in the same borough (City and London Met shared their approach in
Islington)
• Differentiating our offer to allow for more productive collaboration (e.g. Imperial and
Royal College of Art working on Art-science collaborations
• Pooling resources to address the same challenges – not duplicating effort
• Sharing evidence and intelligence, for instance about educational disadvantage
• Exploring how to work in a more joined up way when interacting with pan-London
organisations like the Mayor’s office, TFL or the NHS
• Exploring other networks and organisations to engage in the network, including
Students Unions, FE providers, community sector organisations, Citizen’s UK (already
working with several London HEIs)
• Benefiting from London Higher’s role as a convening organisation for London HEIs, and
its commitment to making ‘civic’ a key strategic focus for its ongoing activity
• Working on a collective marketing and PR strategy to raise awareness of the agenda and
more effectively promote the HE sector’s contribution in London
There was significant enthusiasm for the value of regular ‘civic’ networking across London HEIs
Delegates identified a range of benefits that this could realise, and highlighted activities that
they wanted the network to deliver:
• Pooling resources to deliver greater collective impact (perhaps through the new Civic
University Network’s Member area)
• Building a professional community of civic engagement leads
3

• Peer mentoring
• Developing ‘sub groups’ – e.g. focused on specific challenge areas or on specific
boroughs / areas of London, or on different partners
There was significant interest in the value of a cross-London mapping exercise to build a more
robust evidence base about the scale and scope of the civic activity that is underway:
• Where is this work focused? Are there particular geographical ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ spots, for
instance boroughs that are currently underserved by interaction with HE?
Delegates were also realistic that the HE sector is highly competitive, and that the tension
between collaboration and competition is most likely to surface where resourcing and funding
are concerned.
Both Queen Mary/NCCPE and London Higher expressed a commitment to sustaining the
Forum. They will organise a follow up event in February 2021, and in the meantime seek to
action a number of the recommendations that arose from this meeting.
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Presentations
Paul Manners, Co-Director NCCPE
Paul provided a brief overview of the national Civic University network and the key resources
and support they provide.

Civic Network website
www.civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk
A members’ area, with dedicated for a for people working on Civic agreements, will launch in
December.

Twitter: @civicuniversity
The network publishes a regular newsletter, you can sign up here

Upcoming events:
• 30 November 2020: Re-imagining the relationship between Universities and the NHS.
To book a place click here
• 08 December 2020: An introduction to creating a Civic University agreement. For more
information and to book a place click here
• A national conference is scheduled for May 2021

Paul’s introduction was followed by four short presentations, including three case studies of
civic work ‘in action’.

Welcome: Philippa Lloyd, Vice Principal at QMUL
In her opening remarks Philippa shared two challenges QMUL are addressing in developing
their civic work:
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What is local, when we’re in London?
Philippa reflected on QMUL’s location in the East End of London, and the university’s founders’
commitment to improving the health and education opportunities of people in East London,
for women in particular. Today, their approach to public engagement is very much built upon
this desire to be a really good neighbour, and support the local area. Around 54% of their
students come from our local area and a large proportion of their staff live in East London too.
East London is one of the most exciting and fastest growing areas of the city and around 2
million people call it home, over 160 languages are spoken in local schools, and people of
Black, Asian and minority ethnicities make up around 70% of the population in Tower Hamlets
and Newham. And that raises critical questions for Queen Mary in terms of developing a Civic
University Agreement. Where do we draw the line around the university? Should they focus
their impact or cast it more widely? And how do they work effectively with partners who have
different geographical boundaries? How do they avoid duplicating work already happening,
either by other universities or other anchor institutions, and instead, perhaps start to map
needs and expertise and build on what's out there so far?

Who are we making our civic commitments for?
This led to Philippa’s second question. She identified an array of important anchor institutions
and partners that they each need to engage with within our local context, local authorities,
NHS Trust schools and colleges, charities, etc. And then there are likely to be London wide
issues which would involve different partners, such as the GLA, or even national government,
which could be tackled collectively and strategically as a group of universities.
The risk with this approach for Queen Mary is that it excludes a key partner for the university,
the people who live and work around them. It wants its civic work to focus on challenges and
priorities as articulated by those experiencing them on a daily basis. QMUL is about to embark
on a piece of work to listen, open up to new conversations, and base their next steps on
genuine need (see case study below).
Alongside the development of shared insight, the university also needs to consider the balance
of power. How do they not only share knowledge, but also resources and power with partners,
as they seek to develop their civic commitments and deliver on them?
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Three case studies of civic practice
Towards a civic university agreement – community listening plans
(Sarah Gifford, Community Engagement Officer, QMUL)
Philippa’s colleague Sarah Gifford then presented a short case study outlining Queen Mary’s
community listening plans.
The approach
• QM’s CUA wants to incorporate the opportunities and challenges within our
communities of east London.
• Desire to formulate QM’s agreement with stakeholders wider than the large anchor
institutions in our immediate area.
• In order to achieve this, local people and organisations also need to feed into the
commitment that QM will make.
• Listening campaign across east London boroughs with community leaders, residents
and organisations
Phase 1 focuses on the following groups
• People who live, work or study in east London
• Community leaders
• Organisations (charities, community groups, schools and colleges etc) and businesses
The work is underway in the following areas
• Boroughs across east London (Tower Hamlets, Hackney, Newham, Waltham Forest,
Redbridge, Barking and Dagenham, Havering)
• Areas of central London (City of London, Westminster, Islington)
The listening involves:
• 1:1 interviews with community leaders
• Focus groups
• Online survey
Insight is being gathered about the following topics:
• What are the challenges or pressures in the borough where you live/work/study?
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•
•
•

What are the opportunities you see in the borough where you live/work/study?
Priority setting London-wide?
Ways Queen Mary University of London could respond to these areas identified?

Phase 2 will involve follow up focus groups
• We will work with the following to shape the commitments QM will make, by holding a
number of focus groups made up of:
o Interested individuals and organisations who were a part of the listening process
o Anchor institutions
o Teams and individuals across Queen Mary
o Senior leadership
The launch of the Civic Agreement is planned for summer 2021, followed by an
implementation phase in summer / autumn 2021 focused on:

•
•

Setting objectives and work plans with relevant teams and staff around the
commitments QM has made in its agreement.
CUA steering group made up of:
o Local residents
o Community organisations
o Business
o Anchor institutions
o QM team representatives
o QM senior leadership

London Met Lab – Empowering London
(Sophie Cloutterbuck, Director of London Engagement, London Metropolitan
University)
Sophie shared the goals of London Met’s Empowering London strategy:
1. To embrace the strategic priorities of our London partners and the concerns of our local
communities to support the city’s economy and address the social issues it faces
2. To provide opportunities for our staff and students to give back to our city and
contribute to its success
3. To provide the capital with values-driven graduates who will support London’s
transformation in line with our mission
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She explained that the University has identified 6 challenges to focus on, as a result of their
consultation and partnership building:
1. Crime
2. Poverty & Deprivation
3. Social Wealth
4. Environment
5. Discrimination
6. Health Improvement
Sophie then briefly introduced a key delivery mechanism for their civic work, the London Met
Lab: this allows partners to access ‘Challenge Champions’ to undertake research projects,
provide practical support and share their expertise.
She shared a video that describes the university’s approach which can be accessed here:
https://www.londonmet.ac.uk/about/london-met-lab/.

University Collaboration
(Sophie Cloutterbuck, London Met and William Fox, London City University)
The third case study featured Sophie and Will outlining the approach of their two universities
to working collaboratively on their civic activity.
• With a change in leadership in the two HEIs, and due to Covid-19, the two universities
are now working very productively together to jointly develop their civic activity
• Whereas previously they had worked in silos they are now jointly programming
activities and developing partnerships
• A particular focus of this work is the London Borough of Islington
• This has involved sitting down and exploring where their work overlaps (e.g. in
volunteering or in work with schools)
• They held a senior leaders’ meeting with the chief executive officers at Islington council
to program three building blocks.
o Firstly, a strategy for racial justice, to share best practices, map activity and
forward plan
o Skills, recovery and social mobility (including FE partners)
o Funding streams and resources
5

• With the racial justice work they are bringing together staff and students, BAME or
people of colour networks, to share their own experiences to help inform our strategy
• These three area will underpin their civic agreement which is currently in development.
• This work is all the more urgent and valuable in the context of Covid 19, and the
prospect of reduced resources.
London Met’s approach was also shared at a recent HEPI webinar (‘How can universities
support their local communities during the Coronavirus pandemic?’), which featured:
§ Professor Lynn Dobbs, Vice-Chancellor and Chief Executive of London Metropolitan
University
§ Councillor Janet Burgess MBE, Mayor of Islington
§ Lord Bob Kerslake, Former Chair of the Civic University Commission
§ Shakira Martin, Former President of the National Union of Students (NUS)
§ the Rt. Hon Justine Greening, Co-founder of the Social Mobility Pledge and former
Secretary of State for Education
A recording can be accessed here:
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/28/hepi-london-metropolitan-university-webinar-on-howuniversities-can-support-their-local-communities-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
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Keynote: Being Civic in London
The final presentation featured Emily Morrison, Director of the Institute of Community Studies.
Emily explored ‘What does it mean to be civic in London?’ You can find a transcript of her talk
as an annex.

What does it mean to be civic in London?
(Emily Morrison, Director, Institute of Community Studies)
Setting the context
We are now in a recovery context. This is putting huge stress on civil society. We aren't
necessarily in a context where ‘starting new’ is necessarily the right approach. We're in a
context where listening well, responding to need and actively collaborating is what is needed.
The loss of partner capital. London has a huge advantage in the myriad of different arts,
sports, social, and civic, innovative organizations that you can work with in order to make
engagement different, to make it accessible, to make it inspiring. But a lot of those
organisations are in danger of folding due to the pandemic.

This has led to a tension between advocacy and activism at a community and place-based level
in London, and between service delivery and volunteerism.
There has been a 63% reduction across London boroughs in terms of core government funding
in the last 10 years. Entering a stretched resource landscape is one of the big considerations
within London, where you've got such a large population that you're trying to support.
Also significant is the change in population in London, the mass exodus of those able to choose
to live elsewhere. How do you work with a changing and transient population that is no longer
experiencing a bulge, but is in fact, experiencing perhaps, a loss of a lot of people?

Other challenges in civic working
What scale do you work at? Do you work and at ward level, where you can really identify a
population or a group, and you can start to understand their conditions, and perhaps make a
significant impact. Or do you work at local authority level? And what tensions does that bring?
In London you’re usually dealing with an area of extremely high inequality. So who then do you
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engage, and how? Or do you work across London, and really make the most of being in a city
with so many different institutions?
It's a competitive funding landscape. This is true across the UK but is particularly so in London.
It’s an over researched and over engaged population. So how do you then add value? This is
something that we are consistently finding is shaping and changing every aspect of our work.
In terms of assessing impact, it can't be about seeking high numbers, because proportionately if you want to do deep civic engagement - it will never make a high percentage dent in a
population of millions. So how do you avoid setting yourself up to fail in the eyes of your
institution, if you are tasked with leading civic engagement?
Avoid reinventing the wheel or assuming that a university is the best place to confront some of
the cross community challenges.

A needs approach is important because partner organizations are desperately in need of new
practices and resources to enable them to work safely, but not always, remotely. This offers
huge opportunities for universities – for instance, through the research that you can do or
resources that you have (and we've seen everything from universities helping to generate PPE
or helping to provide larger spaces for community groups, or food banks or other first
responder initiatives). So there's a very immediate need for supporting policies and practices
that allow those working on the front line to work safely.
It's also a positive and really brilliant moment to engage new communities. But this must be
done in a sensitive way - we call it ‘warming in’ not ‘muscling in’. Entry points need to be
sensitively identified, and even more sensitively negotiated.
Don’t shy away from uncomfortable themes. The best civic engagement often involves putting
those at the heart. That can include opening your university up to look at its own footprint in
the community, with the community. One example is that we've worked with in the Barking
and Riverside area, with a large scale private developer, and some local colleges there, to look
at the footprint of regeneration they are undertaking. This was done through an exercise of
community and resident engagement. We worked with many different community partner
organizations to broker relationships and to make sure that we reached an inclusive number of
voices. It's about taking these issues that we know are really prescient for London, like
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gentrification, or regeneration, and making yourself at the forefront of conversations about
that, with others.

Work out your purpose – and your contribution.
I think there are two other ways in which the lens of being civic can be framed (and there's no
right or wrong way). One is about civic as a needs meeting exercise. This is about finding where
the networks are, what people are already working on, and then identifying your contribution.
So for example, we run a program called ‘communities driving change’ at the Young
Foundation and it's about grassroots approaches to public health. That at the moment is
encountering a lot of more urgent challenges, from the need to meet extreme poverty or
indeed the digital divide. And we've been working with the University of East London for many
years, who are there to evaluate and measure impact. It's a huge support of that program. And
it’s a key part of the reflexivity in terms of how that program is shaping, providing insight:
because they are a university with a huge amount of knowledge and insight about how that
program can change in line with the changing conditions.
We may also frame civic as a shared challenge exercise, for example, which is how you make
your research and the research power and the innovation power of the university speak to a
local challenge. And I think that is about recognizing that universities have innovation power,
particularly when they work together. It needs to be demand led, and steered from the outside
in, so that the external context of place then starts to shape your research strategy. And really,
in that in a space of such as London, and I think this is where the most fruitful collaboration
can lie. Because we all know that London has particular social, economic, and inequality
challenges. And we also know that there are issues in terms of infrastructure, in terms of
housing, in terms of health, and that are particularly acute because of the scale and the
complexity of London. And I think, in the research phases, particularly collaboration can be
particularly fruitful.
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Breakout Group Notes
Delegates had two opportunities to join break out groups during the event, meeting twice with
the same group. The notes below are compiled from the notes shared in chat. They cover:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Examples of work in progress shared by delegates
Reflections on lessons being learned from recent civic activity
Questions / issues being faced by HEIs in developing their civic activity
How do you see the civic agenda developing across the next few years?
Opportunities for future collaboration – partners and networks we might work with
Would there be value in developing a London civic network?
Other practical suggestions for how the network might function and ‘add value’

Examples of work in progress
• Guildhall are working on the Culture Mile initiative. They are really responding to local
resident needs right now and bringing them into their governance and decision making
processes. Interested in hearing about other institutions thinking about these things –
involving local stakeholders in a more central way, rather than them being on our
periphery.
• London South Bank University has MoU with Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham. Fairly
top-line documents with more detailed working document. Just refreshed Lambeth and
Southwark documents. Southwark are focusing on COVID whereas Lambeth focusing on
COVID recovery. Not looking currently to build a bigger civic university agreement. Have
a strong relationship with St Thomas’s as train lots of nurses. Looking to continue these
individual but deep relationships.
• Goldsmiths has a number of projects going for a while with local FE colleges, Lewisham,
the GLA and other local stakeholders. Territory depends on the particular projects. Real
issue around physical geography determining sense of place. We are looking to build up
a whole variety of agreements in an individual and piecemeal fashion, rather than one
overarching agreement. Risk in one agreement is that it is just a piece of paper for a
single celebratory event. Sustainable relationships require us to work through the nittygritty.
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• University of Westminster has Campuses in Brent and Westminster. Work with charities
and local groups as well as hospitals. Also identifying areas where our students come
from. Haven’t decided on a CUA. We see working together as a real strength so that
stakeholders don’t have to have individual relationships. Looking at the KEF side,
tracking needs and impact so that delivery is really of value. Focus on improving
wellbeing and health, social enterprise, and improving inclusion and inclusivity.
• London Business School has very limited resource on civic engagement but wealth of
talent in students and staff. Programme has started informally and organically with
Westminster back in 2009. High social need focus. Education and enterprise. Developed
youth enrichment programme, lectures led by members of faculty, to share insight on
leadership, judgment, social networking etc.
• City University is questioning who is local and who are we doing it for? Developing a
series of themes and developing a Civic University Agreement (with London Met) with
Islington Council. Partners are Islington, Livery Companies (City of London Corp) and this
raises issues related to colonial histories. City Uni works with LA officers rather than LA
elected figures to allow for continuity
• Royal College of Art – working across three Local Authorities - working with
communities and local residents. New Battersea campus. Community engagement
(listening to community) and connecting that to Art & Design experiences/learning with
students. Work closely with Imperial, with Art & Science Collaborations.
• University of East London - Trying to put the right frameworks around their civic
engagement. Work with a range of Local Authorities - and Newham is their home
borough
• University of Westminster. Interesting example of ‘approach to Global and Local’ in
Marylebone - research collaborations that can be translated locally or delivered locally
and shared globally
• King’s College London: Collaborations are capital wide and have a hyperlocal focus on
King’s three home boroughs (Lambeth, Southwark & Westminster) projects/collaborations across Education, Research and Service (to society). Do not have
a Civic University Agreement but have tailored agreements/statements with each of the
home boroughs. Collaborations with HEIs across London. Kings has annual leadership
meetings with the 3 LAs, looking to embed and join up broader agendas (EDI > colonial
histories; statues of colonial figures on campus and hospitals)
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Reflections on lessons being learned from recent civic activity
• Covid has focussed questions of location catalysing partners and partnership work..
Since March HEIs have been engaging more with people locally. Generally - Covid had
focussed work, suddenly things are working at a more strategic level.
• Universities often centre themselves at the heart of issues.
• Lots of place-based initiatives, some universities very interested in civic agenda but not
currently going formally down the Civic University Agreement route
• Students are very keen in unis engaging with local communities and coming to
institutions partly because of that
• I see us in part as stealth workers. Negotiating our internal politics can influence our
capacity for cross HEI collaboration.
• Definitely synergies between universities but very different local contexts.
• Levelling up agenda linked to civic one.
• London is over-served but also has huge demographic challenges and inequalities – e.g.
educational disadvantage, access, shared core missions. Needs to be a whole contextual
movement that rises up.
• Feels like a shift has been happening across the sector. Institutions are embedded
engagement strategically. But our question is - will the resource follow it?
• There are many drivers for this work, including:
§ Students are driving that commitment as they are civic orientated
§ The world doesn’t work in isolation - forces us to work together.
§ Funders are driving this agenda as well

Questions / issues being faced by HEIs
• Multiple universities are working in the same borough. Why are the boroughs not cross
referencing? Probably don't know or recognise? How could we (as Unis) support
boroughs to navigate?
• Different projects have different articulations of place, with different partners and
stakeholders (LAs, charities, other universities and colleges).
• Individual partnerships are rich, important and unchangeable but how do we make
ourselves and our institutions more accessible for people and organisations to connect
with?
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• Within individual institutions we have lots of personal partnerships and relationships
with communities and organisations that are held with academics and others – how do
we value and recognise that whilst joining up our civic thinking and practice together?
• Role of universities vs local authorities: blurred lines, some functions are not
appropriate for universities, where can we add value? Kings developed a civic charter
with their communities, so will work with but also challenge local authorities as
appropriate; don’t want to backfill services, but working on areas of mutual benefit,
which is core to their strategy; has to work with local communities and King’s own
community (students, research etc.)
• What’s the governance for the CUA and the co-created governance? What’s the right
language? Still in early stages - governance is tricky. Setting up a local engagement
community group as first stage of governance, but how to tie in stakeholders
meaningfully could be challenging.
• How to make the piece of paper (a Civic Agreement) meaningful.
• How will prioritisation take place alongside our Governance and other priorities?
• How will we measure the impact of civic activities? The CUN are looking at Civic impact
measurements at the moment and would like to know what others are thinking about
this.
• Tension between agendas – policy led and strategic, for example, and community led
engagement.
• Non-HEIs and LAs want to be partners rather than subjects of research – relationship
building.
• Concern that progress is linked to individual commitment and not inbuilt in the HEI. This
can mean relationships are privately owned which is a problem long term within the
institutional context.
• Recognise it is difficult to negotiate our own universities in the context of engagement
which the makes the conversation with external partners difficult.
• Stealth partnership working takes place in our work, where we crack on with activity
and then share rather than ask permission - important to acknowledge this when
thinking about institutional collaboration.
• There is a tension between local and international which needs to be resolved – but the
new focus on levelling through R&D may help this.
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How do you see the civic agenda developing across the next
few years?
• Civic work is a response to Covid and race equality; it is an important transition to join
agendas (e.g. EDI) together. This synergy with other agendas means it is not just a fad
• The need for collaboration will continue to grow and grow - Covid, Brexit.
• Is the civic agenda a fad? No – particularly due to the pandemic. Government looking at
recovery – universities can support local recovery, it’s here to stay. Universities have
been taking about this for a long time, particularly the regional universities. There will
be gaps in resource and funding that universities will need to fill – do we want to fill
them?
• Is ‘civic’ the right word? ‘Place making’ or ‘place shaping’ feels perhaps more exciting.
We want people to adopt values and ethos, as opposed to a brand. Universities need to
hold their nerve and invest time and money into this. And the HEI uses ‘civic’, the
private sector uses ‘social responsibility’. It’s about being responsive to local
communities – perhaps the badging will change over time? Need to develop something
that’s flexible and works for multiple sectors.
• We get bogged down in the meaning behind the words, instead of focusing on the
impact we can have as a sector. Need to understand what each of us brings to the table
and build on that and work together.
• Universities tend to think about themselves as anchor institutions, and that’s not going
to go away. Communities and organisations are looking to them for support.
• Lots of pressure in universities to be global, and think about return on investment.
• Civic Agenda doesn’t seem like a fad – it’s something lots of our institutions have been
doing for decades. Westminster is always going to be interested in place – because they
get voted in on the basis of place. But for London Unis there is a clear complexity in
terms of how we define place. It is normally very small or very big.
• There is definite need for collaboration – in London there is an issue that we are
treading on each other’s toes – although there are still lots of cold spots – particularly in
outer boroughs.
• Universities often seem more comfortable to share and collaborate with
‘fluffy’/peripheral work – but we probably need to have a proper look at proper
collaboration on, for example, funding bids (where protecting our core interest often
kicks in)
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Opportunities for future collaboration – partners and networks
we might work with
• Many of us are working with London Citizens, including King's where we have a strategic
partnership with Citizen's UK and work very closely with South London Citizens.
• London Higher represents >40 HEIs in London and is keen to foster relationships
between HEIs and across London-wide anchors (e.g. GLA, TfL, NHS London)
• Building partnerships across key boroughs and responding to external agendas in each
borough
• Local Authorities are best placed to be first point of contact on local priorities.
• Push the onus on councils/boroughs to break the silos with the universities that they
deal with
• London Students’ Unions across London to bring students on board with this civic
thinking.
• It’s challenging in London with so many universities – London football clubs have a
similar issue! Have worked to identify their areas across the city and overcome a
congested culture – future speaker idea perhaps?
• It doesn’t helpful to create a new London Civic Uni network – we should probably draw
on London Higher, London First, CBI, GLA.
• A network that is more inclusive to other educational sectors would be useful
• Need for a space where community practitioners pulled together under ‘Civic
University’ can come to together and explore. How we can bring together Research and
Community and broader civic commitments?

Would there be value in developing a london civic network?
• London needs to act to work together on this civic agenda – this is an opportunity.
• Is there a need for a joined up approach / network in London? (Yes)
§ Lack of awareness of where other HEIs are intervening in the same boroughs
§ Also many boroughs don’t have a university campus, which means they’re
underserved
• Definitely a need to do something collaboratively – it’s how we grow it sustainably
without it being chaotic. Whatever it is needs to not be too prescriptive to allow for
flexibility to get everyone on board. As universities we do want to work together around
this agenda and to put competitiveness aside
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• Hoping this is can be an honest and safe forum to discuss challenging around crossuniversity working
• Resources is a real challenge within universities – all having to go beyond our day to day
duties. A network will need to add value. A space to sharing civic ideas, best practice,
convening role. Other stakeholders in this space to bring in
• Need to work responsively and collectively – both huge strategic challenges for the HE
sector. We’ve come together today to ask if we could be more aligned and intelligent in
how we work together. This requires a huge culture change – and this can often be put
at risk by changes in direction from senior leadership. Could this forum hold universities
to account in some may, if it gathers momentum?
• What would you want from the network
§ A hub for shared information would be useful, e.g. useful events
§ More discussions like this – what is possible, what realistically can be achieved;
middle ground between discussion and actions

Other practical suggestions for how the network might
function and ‘add value’:
Organising the networking activity
• There is great value in networking. It would be useful to meet more people in a network
session rather than the same people each time.
• Could we hold borough specific meetings maybe? Or regional meetings (N/S/E/W
London?)
• Whole group information sharing opportunities are useful.
• Online is really great as you can drop in, no need for travel, shorter more focussed
meetings.
• London wide sharing is great, meeting people working in different types of the city.
• Specific meetings could be themed around methods or audiences e.g. health,
education, working with local authorities. Evaluation and impact discussions!

Work with partners to identify cross cutting challenges to work together on?
• Councils and local authorities can help us to not work in silo’s to address local need
collectively. Without it being politicised. Approach GLA/City Hall – we’re all willing as
individual institutions to work together for the good of London, putting league tables
aside. Identify 2 or 3 key areas which institutions can work together a bit more.
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• Boroughs across London have doubled business rates and invested that in business
enterprise spaces and support programmes – an example of how universities could
come together and support this pooling of resources and ideas.

Invest in a mapping exercise
• We all want to collaborate and work together. Need to work out our overlaps how we
can benefit each other using our expertise
• a London-wide HEI mapping exercise of engagement would be useful to make sure we
don’t inundate deprived areas to the neglect of others (Esp outer boroughs)
• Should universities share data around educational disadvantage? KE formats could be
used as Trojan horses for developing civic engagement strategies.
• A piece of work to look at where universities are working geographically and
thematically – strengths, gaps, opportunities – pulling evidence together across London.

Using the mapping to identify ‘sweet spots’ for collaboration where we
complement each other
• Hyperlocal focuses vs. London wide – opportunities to collaborate with universities who
have different specialties, so more engagement can be offered locally
• Collaborating in a specific geography makes resources go further, makes us more
efficient

Other ideas
• A collective marketing / PR thing to raise awareness of this agenda
• Work together to define purpose of the network and what we can achieve, e.g.:
§ Peer mentoring depending on what your influencing role is at your organisation.
§ Support and sharing is brilliant but having a purpose and action will make it
sustainable longer term.
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Annex 1: What does it mean to be
civic in London?
Emily Morrison, Director, Institute of Community Studies
The Institute for Community Studies aims to provide a national infrastructure, to support how
to do more inclusive, effective community engagement. And as part of that, we have a national
Peer Research Network, which has hubs across the country, including in all of the devolved
nations. And we also have an a repository of objective and practice evidence, case studies of
both different forms of doing effective place based community engagement, but also objective
evidence about what matters to communities, co-produced with communities across the UK.

Setting the context
In addressing the topic of ‘being civic in London’ it is important to start by saying that we are
now in a recovery context. There's a lot of active frontline work is underway, and over the last
9 months we have had to shift a lot of our work from our existing programmes to funding
priorities coming from the ground up. And I think this has implications for our universities in
London who want to either start or continue or further their own civic missions. We aren't
necessarily in a context where starting new is necessarily the right approach. We're in a
context where listening well, and actively collaborating is definitely what we are hearing is
needed. And I'll talk a bit about a few case studies that illustrate this in a moment.
Other important contextual factors include the loss of partner capital. London, as we all know,
has a huge advantage in the myriad of different arts, sports, social, and civic, innovative
organizations that you can work with in order to make engagement different, to make it
accessible, to make it inspiring. But of course, a lot of those organisations have experienced
their own grave complications due to the pandemic, and a lot of them may have folded. And
this is also the case with a lot of charities and community groups. There's a lot in the news last
week about how many charities are now struggling and may not make it through the second
lockdown.
And this has also led to a tension between advocacy and activism at a community and placebased level in London, and between service delivery and volunteerism. And that's, I think,
because people profoundly want to call for better forms of collaboration and partnership. But
also, there's a pushback people saying, at the moment, we need to be focusing on service
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delivery. And that needs to be done by those who have an existing footprint in communities.
Of course, nobody wants to turn away good will. But partners want people to be realistic about
how best to engage.
A couple of other elements around the context in London. London has one of the largest civic
crowdfunding sectors now, and I really wanted to highlight this. The Greater London Authority
reported in 2019 that over 300, civic projects worth £7.5 million have been crowdfunded. And
this was very much in a response to austerity. At the same time there has been a 63%
reduction across London boroughs in terms of core government funding in the last 10 years.
Entering a stretched resource landscape is one of the big considerations within London, where
you've got such a large population that you're trying to support.
Also significant is the change in population in London, the mass exodus of those able to choose
to live elsewhere. And we're already seeing in the boroughs that we work in, this is creating
profound challenges. It's also creating opportunities. But how do you work with the population
that you could say are ‘left behind’, you could say they have chosen to stay behind (this needs
to be defined by the community). How do you work with a changing and transient population
that is no longer experiencing a bulge, but is in fact, experiencing perhaps, a loss of a lot of
people?

Other challenges in civic working
There are lots of challenges to address in thinking about ‘being civic’ in London. Firstly, what
scale do you work at? Do you work and at ward level, where you can really identify a
population or a group, and you can start to understand their conditions, and perhaps make a
significant impact. Or do you work at local authority level? And what tensions does that bring?
In London you’re usually dealing with an area of extremely high inequality. So who then do you
engage, and how? Or do you work across London, and really make the most of being in a city
with so many different institutions?
It's a competitive funding landscape. This is true across the UK but is particularly so in London.
It’s an over researched and over engaged population. So how do you then add value? This is
something that we are consistently finding is shaping and changing every aspect of our work.
And finally, you need to be flexible. In terms of assessing impact, it can't be about seeking high
numbers, because proportionately - if you want to do deep civic engagement - it will never
make a high percentage dent in a population of millions. So how do you act flexibly and
2

creatively in terms of identifying your impact, so that you don't set yourself up to fail in the
eyes of your institution, if you are tasked with leading civic engagement?
I also want to emphasize that doing cross-community engagement is a paramount need, but
it's an area in which it’s really important to identify who is already in the space. London has a
highly diverse and enriched population, which should absolutely be seen as a strength, but it
presents a choice in terms of being civic in London. You need to choose between emphasizing
cross community initiatives or taking what I call a needs approach with specific groups.
If you are going to look at the cross community aspect, then I think what's vital is to find the
right partners and also to make sure that you are not reinventing the wheel or assuming that a
university is the best place to confront some of these cross community challenges.
A needs approach is important because partner organizations are desperately in need of new
practices and resources to enable them to work safely, but not always, remotely. This offers
huge opportunities for universities – for instance, through the research that you can do or
resources that you have (and we've seen everything from universities helping to generate PPE
or helping to provide larger spaces for community groups, or food banks or other first
responder initiatives). So there's a very immediate need for supporting policies and practices
that allow those working on the front line to work safely. And it's also a positive and really
brilliant moment to engage new communities. But this must be done in a sensitive way - we
call it ‘warming in’ not ‘muscling in’. There's a lot of people that have never considered their
part in the community or whether they would want to engage with other charities and
organizations, including universities, and the pandemic is causing all of us to rethink. So entry
points need to be sensitively identified, and even more sensitively negotiated.

Address uncomfortable themes
The way I've always looked at being civic, and particularly in the current context (and this is
not specific to London, but is heightened by the London context), is that, at its heart Civic
should be an exercise that builds bridging capital. And that can be between the university and
its population, or it can be between a multiplicity of partners. But that cannot mean shying
away from uncomfortable themes. And in fact, I think the best civic engagement involves
putting those at the heart. That can include opening your university up to look at its own
footprint in the community, with the community.
One example is that we've worked with in the Barking and Riverside area, with a large scale
private developer, and some local colleges there, to look at the footprint of regeneration they
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are undertaking. This was done through an exercise of community and resident engagement.
We worked with many different community partner organizations to broker relationships and
to make sure that we reached an inclusive number of voices. It's about taking these issues that
we know are really prescient for London, like gentrification, or regeneration, and making
yourself at the forefront of conversations about that, with others.

Framing your civic activity: ‘needs meeting’ or ‘shared
challenge’?
And I think there are two other ways in which the lens of being civic can be framed (and
there's no right or wrong way). One is about civic as a needs meeting exercise and
collaboration with partners. And that really is about practically sharing resources, identifying
networks that are already at work and supporting those by identifying your own contribution.
So for example, we run a program called ‘communities driving change’ at the Young
Foundation and it's about grassroots approaches to public health. That at the moment is
encountering a lot of more urgent challenges, from the need to meet extreme poverty or
indeed the digital divide. And we've been working with the University of East London for many
years, who are there to evaluate and measure impact. It's a huge support of that program. And
it’s a key part of the reflexivity in terms of how that program is shaping, providing insight:
because they are a university with a huge amount of knowledge and insight about how that
program can change in line with the changing conditions. For civic as a needs meeting exercise,
it’s about finding where the networks are, what people are already working on, and then
identifying your contribution.
We may also frame civic as a shared challenge exercise, for example, which is how you make
your research and the research power and the innovation power of the university speak to a
local challenge. And I think that is about recognizing that universities have innovation power,
particularly when they work together. It needs to be demand led, and steered from the outside
in, so that the external context of place then starts to shape your research strategy. And really,
in that in a space of such as London, and I think this is where the most fruitful collaboration
can lie. Because we all know that London has particular social, economic, and inequality
challenges. And we also know that there are issues in terms of infrastructure, in terms of
housing, in terms of health, and that are particularly acute because of the scale and the
complexity of London. And I think, in the research phases, particularly collaboration can be
particularly fruitful.
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Annex 2: Institutions represented
Birkbeck, University of London
Brunel University London
City, University of London
Goldsmiths
Guildhall School of Music & Drama
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Imperial College London
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Kingston University
London Business School
London College of Fashion, UAL
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London School of Economics
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London South Bank University
Middlesex University
Queen Mary University London
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Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, University of London
Royal College of Art
SOAS
University of the Arts London
University of East London
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University of London
University of Westminster
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