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Introduction 
On 12th of January 21 community partners working with universities on Connected Communities projects came 
together to discuss their experiences, and explore the value of this work. This summary report highlights the key 
findings from the day. The event aimed to capture the experiences, motivations and legacy of community partners 
working on Connected Communities projects specifically 
• Roles community organisations played on the projects 
• Outputs, outcomes and legacy  
• Relevance and specific reasons for working in partnerships with universities on CC projects. 
 
The event was designed and facilitated by Sophie Duncan from the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public 
Engagement and Kim Aumann, a community partner with over 10 years’ experience of community university 
research partnerships and an active member of the UK Community Partner network.  
 
Key findings 

 Community partnerships on research were really worthwhile, although difficult at times 

 Getting the partnership right was challenging – but it was important to start how you mean to go on – with clear 
sharing of expectations, contributions, roles and timescales 

 Understanding the cultural differences between those working in universities and those working in community 
based organisations was a key to developing a partnership that works 

 You shouldn’t underestimate the importance of communicating regularly, face to face, and with a wary regard to 
differences in language 

 Projects delivered a range of tangible outputs including exhibitions, websites, booklets and guides 

 Participating in a community research partnership had many personal and professional benefits, including 
making new contacts; sharing new ideas; and developing confidence 

 Organisations benefitted from the space to reflect critically on their work; validation of the work they were 
doing; and connections with new people who inspired different ways of thinking 

 Making a case for community involvement in research was straightforward – with a range of benefits including 
more useful impactful research; benefitting from the insights and experiences of community members; access to 
a wide group of people who can help inform the research process etc.  

 Finding specific evidence was less easy. Whilst people believed in the work there was a challenge to find 
examples to back up the case. This could potentially be for a range of reasons including – long term impact takes 
time to develop and be measured; some of the examples were not included as delegates felt they were too small 
scale – the impact being felt by 2 or 3 individuals; delegates wanted an opportunity to go and draw out the 
evidence they held within their organisation. 

 
 

 



  
 

 
 

Welcome and introductions: who were the participants? 
 
The participants: 

 Had all experienced working on a Connected Communities Research project, 
as a ‘community partner’ 

 Had a wide range of experience of community university partnerships, with 
delegates who were in the throes of their first research partnership, to those 
with years of experience 

 Represented a range of sectors and roles including: artists, community 
organisations working for social change, organisations running heritage 
projects, organisations run by volunteers, and those with paid staff.  

 Had a diversity of perspectives and interest in engaged research.  

 When asked to describe themselves in three words some words were 
mentioned be several people including: community; research and 
researcher; artist; public; activist and activism. The words that were captured 
are shown in the wordle in Appendix 1. 

 

Exploring the partnership process - why do we bother? 
 
We invited participants to respond to three questions about their project before attending the event  – the results of 
which were categorised and shared at the event. The questions and their responses are summarised in Appendix 2. 
Delegates considered the responses to these questions and considered which ones resonated with their experiences, 
which they thought were most important, and what was missing. The following conclusions were drawn: 
 

Top Tips 
 
1. It is important to start out with being clear – with clear 

roles, responsibilities, objectives, outcomes, actions, 
assumptions, contributions etc. 
There was a lot of discussion about the importance of 
setting up the partnership in an effective way from the 
start – although a recognition that this could be really 
hard – especially when you are first getting to know each 
other.  Several suggested factoring in time to get to know 
one another, before developing a shared project. 
There was a need to recognise cultural differences both 
in terms of sense making, timescales, languages, and the 
needs of each partner.  
In addition there was a need to consider equitable 
funding allocation, or at least transparent budgeting. 

 
2. Communicate well 

Discussion focussed on the need for regular, face to face communications – with space to build open formal and 
informal relationships. Language was particularly important – and understanding how the same terms can mean 
different things to different people.  

 
3. Value your community expertise and use it 

This was considered important especially when partnering academics who are trained to recognise their 
expertise, and sometimes underestimate the value of other forms of expertise. 
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Best things 
In reflecting on the things delegates thought was most important from the list several things emerged as being 
important: 
 
1. Tangible outputs and outcomes, and scalability of these. 
2. Legitimacy and validation 
3. New ideas and new ways of doing things 
4. Sharing knowledge 
5. New relationships 
Delegates also reflected that the list included items that were actually groups of items, and therefore drew these out 
as separate points. 

 
Worst thing 
The main things that were challenging were: 
1. Timescales too tight or too slow, drift, extra work, lots of admin and bureaucracy  

Delegates reflected on the bureaucracy as a key stumbling block for the partnership work 
2. Language – a key challenge to understand what each other mean 
3. False expectations about what could be achieved – and the challenges presented by being co-opted into a 

project already designed by an academic 
4. Power dynamics – and not making this transparent 
 

What do you think about community university research partnerships? 
We asked delegates to answer some multiple choice questions by standing by the answer they agreed with. In 
summary the overwhelming majority categorised partnerships with academics as seriously worthwhile, quite 
pleasant, and at times difficult. This captured the essence of what community university partnerships could be like – 
and was a good reality check for the day. Delegates considered this work seriously worthwhile, whilst reflecting that 
it could be improved. Appendix 3 includes the full results. 
 

 
Project Production – what are the outputs?  
Delegates were asked to think about the outputs from their projects – we 
defined outputs as things that we created as part of the project e.g. a 
website. We considered these under four headings: products (e.g. leaflets); 
activities (e.g. events); services and other (things that didn’t fit in the other 
sections). On the whole people found it relatively easy to describe the 
outputs from their projects. Many delegates commented on how inspiring it 
was to see a wall full of post-its describing people’s work.  
 
Products 
The following wordle demonstrates that exhibitions, films and websites were some of the main products people 
created as part of their work. However that was not all the story – products included bee hives; the first digital totem 
pole; a therapeutic rocking chair as well as resources to support others developing engaged research.  
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Activities 

Many of the projects were hosting events – including launch events; celebration 

events; consultation events etc.  There were boat trips; international conference 

presentations; visits; training and even some touring sound boxes. You can see 

an activities wordle in appendix 4 

Services 

Here people reflected on how their projects have been turned into useful 

services to others including the development of educational resources for 

schools; an app to support older people sharing their stories; and using mobile 

phones to support time banking. 

Other 

Here people began to reflect on the outcomes of their work – from changing the 

culture of their organisation; establishing new networks of support and 

reflective practice; and developing new relationships. 

Outcomes and legacy - what difference does it make? 

Delegates were invited to fill in postcards addressing the following question: What difference has the CC project you 
have been working on made to: you, your organisation, your community and others. Delegates were able to 
identify a range of benefits from working on Connected Communities Projects.  
 
The responses were categorised and you can see the results in appendix 5. In summary the top things highlighted as 
benefits were: 

1. Developed new relationships (this was relevant to individuals, organisations, communities and others) 
2. New knowledge and learning (for all groups except ‘others’) 
3. Validation (again for all groups except others) 
4. Confidence (for individuals and organisations) 
5. Improved skills (for individuals, organisations and communities) 
6. New opportunities (for organisations and communities) 
7. Understanding research partnerships/ universities (individuals and organisations) 

 
Delegates interviewed each other to explore the changes that had happened as a consequence for working on the 
CC project. The interviews were very informative and covered a lot of ground. There were some key themes 
emerging across the different questions – described in appendix 6 and summarised below.  
 
What changes have happened/ do you want to happen? 

 Difficult to identify changes that they wanted or were needed 

 Some projects were challenging and had been too ambitious at the start 

 There was lots of unexpected outcomes – which were mainly positive 

 There were individuals who changed as a consequence of these projects – including increased confidence, 
participation etc.  

 
How do you/ will you know change has happened? 

 Personal testimony – and seeing change in action in people’s lives – was the main evidence cited.  

 Easier to assess increased contacts and networking - tracking change was difficult, especially when project ends  

 Changes in how organisations valued and/ or used research 

 Qualitative or ‘soft’ evidence not valued, need for hard evidence to support community university partnerships 

 Need for people to build on the outputs to make change happen 
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What would you do differently next time? 
Here there was little consensus. Topics mentioned were: 

 Do less or get more staff time 

 Have more confidence 

 Push for more projects, and a more equitable distribution of funding 

 Initial discussions could have been clearer 

 Share aspirations 
 
One delegate suggested that ‘the dance is more important that the thing’; and 
another that the most important thing is the ‘time we spend with individuals’.  
 
Have you changed your ideas about Community university partnerships? 
The majority said yes – it had. Changed ideas included: 

 Be rigorous about asking what the focus of the research partnership is 

 Self confidence 

 Thinking differently 

 Simplify 

 Be more serious about the role of artists 
 
Have you changed how you think? 
Again the majority said yes – with changes including 

 The way I see academics 

 Set agenda for new research 

 Broadened horizons ‘outside my little cave’ 

 Validated sense of stories 

 Be more realistic with projects 
 
 
 

How ensure legacy? 

 Difficult as in others hands 

 Make more use of students 

 Universities need to be more outward looking. 
One delegate suggested universities ‘should see 
communities as valued asset to achieve their 
goals’  

 Get funders on board 
 

What gets in the way? 

 Volunteer time 

 Lack of funding and resources  

 Convincing decision makers that CUPs are worthwhile 

 Hard to make quick decisions with large groups 

 Constantly changing what the outputs were 

 Lack of vision 

 
Making a Case – can we argue the toss for this way of working? 

Delegates were invited to make a case for community 
partner involvement in research projects. Each group 
focussed on a different audience for the case: a research 
funder; a CEO of a community based organisation; a 
researcher; members of the community. Critically they 
were asked to provide evidence to back up the case that 
they were making. 
 
Perhaps not surprisingly there were commonalities 
between the case made to funders, and the case made to 
researchers. These focussed on the value of the new 
insights, and knowledge from working with others; and the 
potential for impact. Efficiency was considered to be 
important for funders, whereas access to community 
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members and other networks more compelling for researchers. 
 
CEOs of community organisations and community members were considered similar in their interest in added value 
to them personally or organisationally – such as new contacts, skills, and knowledge. In addition the belief that this 
type of working makes a difference, was a key reason to work in this way. CEOs were considered to be likely to 
respond to the legitimisation of their work by academics, and the credibility this provided whereas community 
members were likely to be interested in ensuring research was grounded in space or issues, rather than research for 
research sake.  
 
What proved difficult were citing specific examples relevant to the case being made – although several delegates 
reflected this could be done with more time, and an opportunity to reflect on the specific projects that they have 
been involved in.  
 
A table summarising the cases made can be found in appendix 7. 
 
 

Reflections on the event 

Several themes came out of the discussions about the event. Most 
notably: 

 Definitions of communities and academics. What do these terms 
mean, and to what extent do they matter. Delegates defined these 
terms differently. One delegate reflected that to her academics 
meant anyone who had had a university education; another that, 
having done a degree did not mean that they had understood the 
full breadth of work universities did. It was suggested that the 
Connected Communities project consider to what extent 
community partners involved in these projects had previously 
been students and/ or researchers at universities. In addition – the term community caused challenges – with 
suggestions that this could mean communities of geographic, interest, social concern etc. It was suggested that 
everyone, to some extent, is in a community. 

 What we mean by engagement and disengagement. There was a helpful discussion about the notion of ‘not 
engaged’ meaning ‘not engaged with the things I want you to engage with’ rather than not engaged with 
anything 

 There were discussions about the challenges of sharing funding, expertise etc – and the very different ways 
people thought about this. For example, some were wary of funding, as it biased the sample of people who 
might participate, and others were keen to ensure that communities were paid in an equitable way. There was 
no consensus about how community input should be recognised through funding and distribution of resources – 
but there was a clear sense that this should be transparent, and that it should be clear who was getting what and 
why.  

 MOUs were discussed – again with no clear agreement as to their use. Some reflected that they could become a 
stick to beat them with; whereas others had found them helpful to agree the terms under which university 
academics would work with them. 
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