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Agenda

Welcome

10.35: Dan James, Director Development, Eden Project 
11.00: Emily Morrison, ICS: Principles of Community Engagement
11.30: Nicola Gratton, Lead for Civic Engagement and Evaluation, 
Staffordshire University
12.00: Liam Harney, Big Local and Young Foundation

12.30 Close
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Principles of Community 
Engagement
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Engaging 
with

Engaging 
for

Engaged 
‘in’

We know what we want/ 
are doing - but the 

programme will have 
implications for 

communities or the local 
area

We want to act on this 
issue that affects us, the 

local area or local 
community – and have 

not decided exactly what 
the specific problem is 

nor what would work yet

We want to contribute to 
or be part of the local 

community – we will be 
led by what they identify 
are the issues and then 

decide how to solve 
them
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Engaging 
with

Engaging 
for

Engaged 
‘in’

We know what the issue 
is and what needs to be 
done. We want to build 

support around our 
approach.  

We know what the issue 
is because of our 

expertise & insight, or 
because we are part of 
the community as well. 

But we may not 
understand how it is 

experienced by others.

We accept we don’t 
know and that 

communities can direct 
us via what they know.
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The community plays an 
active role in generating 
knowledge about the 
issues that affect them.

The community is treated as an 
equal partner in generating insight 

and ideas, and engagement seeks to 
rebalance power imbalances 

between university and the 
community.

Communities are recognised as 
having strengths and assets 
that can complement those of 
universities to produce positive 
civic outcomes.

Engagement is on-going, built 

into the regular activities of 
HE institutions, rather than a 

one-off event.

Engagement is proactive and 

productive, meeting communities 
where they are and finding 

pragmatic ways to build 

relationships and address issues.

Sufficient investment allows 
for both breadth and depth 
in engagement.

Principles of 
Community 
Engagement



Community Engagement: 
a fine balancing act

Nicola Gratton

Lead for Civic Engagement and Evaluation 

Staffordshire University 



Keep Talking: Background  



Keep 

Talking: 

Background 

2019
Get Talking Hardship

January – May 2020
UKRI Enhancing Placed-based partnerships for 
Public Engagement funding

Aim: develop sustainable model for community 
research teams

http://blogs.staffs.ac.uk/connections/2019/07/10/get-talking-hardship/


Introducing the 
Keep Talking 
Team 



Our 
research 
• Community 

researcher needs

• Power and ethics –
the issues and 
solutions

• Covid-19  - adapted 
to remote 
engagement 



Researcher
University
Facilitator

Community 

Balancing needs and agendas 
A need or 
want for 

community 
engagement 





RELATIONSHIPS CREATIVITY AND 
FLEXIBILITY  

DETAILSPURPOSE





Relationships
Community – university

Within the group 



Friendship 

“It’s helped me make some 

new friends and helped me to 

understand ‘normal people’ 

(as in people who haven’t 
suffered mental health and an 

alternative lifestyle) and it has 

helped me to appreciate their 

lives too” 

The overall impact it has had 
on us all, not just me, but it 

has highlighted the 
importance of friendship, 

kindness, positive 
relationships and built some 

strong friendships through this 
unprecedented time in all our 

lives.

”the sense of comradery 

has developed through this 
and how we were all in the 

deep end together but 

have all come through the 

other side stronger I feel.”

“I think that my 

relationships with people 

in the group have 

strengthened, especially 

when I’ve shared my 

poems in the group chat”



Creativity and 
multi-dimensional  
engagement 

“What 
difference has 
it made to me? 
About 5 stone 
difference!!”

“I enjoyed seeing 
people’s cookery 
progress, from 
throwing it all in a 
pot cook to look at 
them two quality 
Sunday dinners!”

“Cooking 
brings 
people 
together” 

The sense of camaraderie has 
developed. We all got thrown in 
going into lockdown but we were 
all throwing thing out in the 
WhatsApp group, and trying to 
sense when people weren't doing 
well. There was a sense of wanting 
to make sure everyone is doing 
well… throwing out the odd nice 
word when you can tell someone 
is struggling”



It’s the small 
things that 
make a big 
difference 



Researcher
University
Facilitator

Community 

Power 
imbalance 





Shared ownership 

Who benefits?

Starting from Strengths



Mutual and meaningful 
benefits



Celebrating 
assets and 
working to 
strengths 



“If you believe 
you know 

everything…you 
know nothing”.



Shared 
Ownership 

… OF DATA?

… OF DIRECTION?

…OF RESOURCES?

…OF PUBLICATIONS? 



Researcher
University
Facilitator

Community 

Bureaucracy,
Inflexible 
processes





CONNECTOR QUESTIONING ACTION FOCUSED



Connector 
role



Question (and allow others to question) the fundamentals of 
how we work



Researcher
University
Facilitator

Community 

Balancing needs and agendas 



Our learning 
for 
Community 
Engagement

1. Relationships are 
everything!

2. Start from strengths
3. Acknowledge and actively 

address power 

4. The value of a ‘connector’ . 5. Be creative 6. Shared ownership 

7. The small details matter. 

8. Question the fundamentals 
(and allow others to question) 
about how you work and what 

you (think you) know

9. Give more time than you 
think you will need



Get in touch: n.gratton@staffs.ac.uk 01782 292751    @nicstaffs

Links to Keep Talking resources 
1. Keep Talking About… Podcast (Expert Citizens link): A podcast hosted on Anchor, shared 

through Spotify, Apple Music and TuneIn exploring issues of isolation, disability, creativity, 
friendship and community and family. Keep Talking about... | Podcast on Spotify  

2. Get Talking about Community Research Comic: An illustrated comic designed following 
community researchers request for easily accessible resources to understand the role. Keep Talking 
community researchers and project team are represented in the illustrations : 
https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/get_talking_about_community_reseach_comic_final

3. More than Findings and Funding: a coproduced guide for community organisations and 
universities working together to create the right environment for community research: 
https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/more_than_findings_final

4. Purpose, Process, People: Community researchers’ motivations for sustained engagement in 
place-based research: https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/more_than_findings_final

5. Messy research chapter: Gratton, N., Fox, R. and Elder, T. (2020) Keep Talking: Messy Research 
in Times of lockdown. In Kara, H. and Khoo, S. (Eds.) Researching in the Age of Covid-19. Vol. 2: Care 
and Resilience. Available at: https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/researching-in-the-age-of-covid-
2

mailto:N.gratton@staffs.ac.uk
https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/get_talking_about_community_reseach_comic_final
https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/more_than_findings_final
https://issuu.com/nicstaffs/docs/more_than_findings_final
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/researching-in-the-age-of-covid-2


Engaging Communities in Big Local

Reflections on Aberfeldy Big Local
Liam Harney, Senior Researcher



Big Local

-Funded by the National Lottery 

Community Fund

-£1 million each for 150 areas 

across England

-10 years to spend the money

-Decisions made by a 

partnership of local residents

Big Local Aims:

-Communities will be better able to identify local needs and take 

action in response to them.

-People will have increased skills and confidence, so that they 

continue to identify and respond to needs in the future.

-The community will make a difference to the needs it prioritises.

-People will feel that their area is an even better place to live.



Aberfeldy Big Local

- Diverse, inner city estate

- ‘Forgotten Community’

- Partnership of local residents 

making decisions on a monthly 

basis

- 1 fulltime staff member + 2 part 

time staff

- Variety of priorities & activities 

supported in the area



Successes

• Resident-run youth club
• New community pub & tea rooms
• Influencing regeneration
• New community boxing club
• Funding community projects
• Support for local entrepreneurs
• Redesigning local parks



Engagement 

Approaches

- Resident-led Partnership

- Collaborating with local 

organisations

- Community Meals 

- Community Chest Fund

- Large Events & Consultation

- Peer Research

- Community Engagement Staff

- Creating Spaces



Lessons Learnt

- It takes time to build relationships, establish honest communication, and build a reputation. It is 

worth investing in these

- Trust is important. People are cynical about community development, consultation, and the 

intentions of large institutions

- Actions speak louder than words

- There’s a huge amount of untapped talent and ideas within communities

- Be aware of local power dynamics & don’t assume local institutions always represent people’s 

interests



Member Collaboration

• Find and collaborate with other 

Network Members across the 

UK

• Share your experiences, 

challenges and tips

• Link with other organisations 

operating within the civic space



1. Developing your approach

Undertaking consultation and 

gathering evidence to inform 

your agreement and building 

effective partnerships.

2. Striking your agreement

Deciding the most effective way 

to focus your agreement (there 

are many options for this, and no 

‘one size fits all’).

3. Delivering your agreement

Setting appropriate targets and 

goals; putting in place evaluation 

and monitoring; implementing 

effective governance and 

securing resources and building a 

team to deliver the work.



1. Developing your approach



Resource packs2. Striking your agreement



Future Network events 

civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/@civicuniversity

School Trusts: A new form of civic structure 5th March 
14:00 – 15:00

CUA Workshop 4: Evaluation of civic activity 9th March 2021 
10:30 – 12:30

CUA Workshop 5: The Civic Index 24th March 2021 
10:30 – 12:30

https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/

