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1. Purpose of community group civic listening 

The community civic listening exercise aimed to gain a more authentic and deeper 

understanding of local residents’ relationships with the University of Cambridge, and how 

connected they feel to the institution. The exercise also provided space for people to contribute 

suggestions for building stronger connections, which benefit their communities, and to express 

their views and perspectives about how the University impacts their communities and the city. 

Introduction 

Cambridge is marked by longstanding, deep-rooted economic and social divisions between the 

University and local residents - often referred to as “town and gown”. As society faces 

increasingly complex and urgent challenges, with underrepresented communities being 

disproportionately affected and who possess essential knowledge, universities are seeking to 

work towards more reciprocal practices. This community 

civic listening exercise was part of a larger and wide-ranging 

consultation including an online survey, workshops, 

interviews, and focus groups with university and civic 

stakeholders. This strand of the broader civic listening 

programme focused on engaging with local residents who 

would not typically participate with University-led activity. 

Although, due to the city being relatively small, inevitably 

residents who do engage with the University in some way 

(e.g. employees, alumni), were also part of the 

conversations. 

 

 

The engagement strategy was designed and delivered by 

consultant facilitator, Elma Glasgow, with Jo McPhee, the 

University’s Civic Engagement Manager. Working with 

community organisations, bespoke consultation approaches 

were developed to suit participants. 

 

With a history of growing up in Cambridge and having intersectional lived experience, 

characteristics shared by many local underrepresented community members, Elma - with Jo’s 

collaboration and guidance - captured the perspectives of a wide range of individuals across 

cultural, ethnic, age, socio-economic and geographic backgrounds. 

 

Depending on the nature of community organisations and their activities, occasionally 

participants from outside community groups’ immediate areas attended. As a result, their 

perspectives were also captured.  

 

The youngest participants were of secondary school age, while the oldest were in their 80s/90s.  
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We collaborated with these community and voluntary organisations: 

 

● BPHA (housing association) - Trumpington 

● Cambridge Ethnic Community Forum (CEFC) - Arbury 

● CB Mentoring - Arbury plus other areas 

● Cherry Hinton Community Hub (CHCH) - Cherry Hinton 

● Connected Lives - Trumpington 

● North Cambridge Community Partnership (NCCP) - Arbury, Kings Hedges and other 

nearby areas. 

● Romsey Mill - Romsey, Mill Road and nearby areas. 

 

In total, 100 people were included in the engagement activities (27 young people1 and 73 

adults) across 11 individual sessions.  

 

Jo co-facilitated at the below sessions: 

 

● Connected Lives’ parent-toddler group at Clay Farm Centre (on 14/5/25) 

● BPHA’s VIP Group at Trumpington Pavilion (on 14/5/25) 

● NCCP’s Repair Café at Campkin Road Community Centre (on 31/5/25) 

● CB Mentoring at Wolfson College (on 7/6/25) 

● Romsey Mill at King’s College (on 11/6/25) 

● NCCP’s ‘drop in’ at Arbury Library (on 12/6/25) 

 

To compensate participants for their time, the group leaders bought gift cards funded by the 

University’s grant (£1,500 per group - this also covered staff time and other costs related to this 

activity). 

  

 
1
The term ‘young people’ is used in this report to reflect age groups focused on by the community organisations, i.e. Romsey Mill, 

CB Mentoring, and North Cambridge Academy students who attended the NCCP session at Arbury Library.  
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2. Consultation Methodology 

 

It was decided to take a bespoke approach to the consultation activities to help ensure the 

groups' needs were met, and to create a positive, supportive experience for all participants.  

 

The work began in March 2025 with a workshop between Jo and Elma to co-develop the 

methodology for community consultation and engagement. Following initial emails inviting 

community group leaders to participate in the project, Jo and Elma held one-to-one 

conversations with the group leaders/ heads of organisations.  

 

The conversations scoped out ideas and the most fitting methodology for each group. The 

discussions also included the appropriate form of compensation for participants (everyone opted 

for gift cards rather than money), and agreement on suitable venues and dates. The meetings 

also informed whether workshops or conversations would be more suitable, and whether the 

activity happened during existing group events or at specially scheduled one-off events. 

 

Over the following three months, workshops and conversations were designed and delivered 

with community groups in Arbury, Cherry Hinton and Trumpington. 

 

By taking a strong steer from the 

community group leaders regarding what 

their members would prefer, we were 

able to better create psychologically safe 

spaces and activities, which were 

appropriate for each group. Psychological 

safety refers to an environment where 

individuals feel comfortable expressing 

themselves without fear of judgement, 

ridicule or negative consequences. In 

community settings, especially when 

working with individuals who may have 

experienced trauma, this means 

designing conversations and workshops 

in ways that minimise the risk of 

emotional distress or re-traumatisation.  

 

Such spaces are often familiar, 

welcoming and inclusive environments 

where people feel they belong. Co-

development approaches also help - they 

can help to instill a sense of stability and 

ownership among groups. When people 

feel safe they are more likely to share 

   

Key comments* 

 

“Students’ syllabuses should include 

community visits to talk about their 

studies.” 

 

"The joy of Cambridge is the research 

and innovation." 
 

“I love Cambridge - it’s got such rich, 

astonishing history and culture.” 

 

“It’s hard to grasp what’s going on 

inside.” 
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honest, authentic views. This also enables the University to gain deeper, more accurate insights 

into community perspectives. 

 

We adopted a community-centred approach to the engagement process in order to ensure we 

could develop these spaces for the benefit of the participants. We also engaged in active 

listening to alleviate the risk of the consultation being (and perceived as being) an extractive 

practice with no benefit to local communities. 

 

This approach aimed to support the dismantling of barriers between communities and the 

University, and ease any longstanding distrust local residents may feel towards the University, 

and, in turn, promote participation. 

 

Consultation activities were either delivered during 

existing community events such as BPHA’s 

regular coffee morning for older residents, or 

through workshops appropriately designed for 

those groups.  

 

Participants’ comments and views were recorded 

in written form. The facilitators decided that audio 

or video recordings and photography was deemed 

to be too intrusive and potentially unsettling for 

participants. Audio recording was used once, with 

the session at Romsey Mill Centre, but the quality 

was not high quality enough to use as an aide-

mémoire. Handwritten notes sufficed. 

 

Taking a bespoke approach successfully provided 

a comfortable experience for local people; as a 

consequence, they engaged in rich conversations 

with us, and with each other. The output is a 

collection of opinions, perspectives and ideas, 

which illustrate local residents’ ambitions, 

concerns, fears, values and joy, in relation to the 

University. 

2.1 Engagement practices  

Practices used across all sessions 

All questions and provocations were based on the online survey, with additional questions used 

to encourage deeper reflection. Additionally, we strongly encouraged honest opinions - be they 

negative, neutral or positive. Supportive tactics were used to support the quieter voices in the 

workshops. 
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Workshops were designed to support participants to exchange knowledge, experiences and 

ideas in a supportive and non-judgemental environment. 

 

The facilitated conversations were supported so they flowed relatively freely, without veering too 

far from the objective of the exercise. The facilitators engaged in active listening and were led 

by participants, in order to capture what was important to them.  

 

It was essential to create accessible materials and consultation provocations/ questions which 

were accessible for a range of people in terms of their cultural, generational and socio-economic 

backgrounds. Accessible in this context refers to the ability of a broad diversity of people to 

understand and engage with content. It encourages participants’ confidence, and in turn, 

supports higher engagement levels. As universities are known for use of specialist terminology, 

creating accessible materials is key to building community relationships.  

 

In terms of venues, all community groups 

operated in physically accessible buildings, 

offering hospitable environments for people 

with mobility and other access support needs. 

For example the new Cherry Hinton 

Community Hub is a natural-light-filled, open-

plan, level-access space, which enables a 

diversity of people to use and enjoy the 

building, which includes a library, event space, 

patio and café. The design of the building 

complemented the Hub’s leadership attitude - 

we were encouraged to make full use of the 

public space. The workshop was designed 

accordingly, with participants using all areas for 

breakout groups. This brought people the quiet 

and relative privacy needed to hold open 

conversations. 

 

Practices used with each group 

Below is a summary of methodologies used for 

the groups, with the rationale for each 

methodology. The approaches across all 

community organisations aimed to balance 

inclusion and comfort with meaningful 

engagement, often anchoring activities in 

existing routines or locations familiar to 

participants. 

 

 

   

Key comments 

 

“When we tell people we’re from 

Cambridge, we’re not taken 

seriously.” 
 

“University needs to focus on the 

future, not the past.” 
 

“...take care of the citizens as 

well as our students." 
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Relaxed conversation-based approach 

 

Relaxed conversation-based practices were used to foster engagement with participants 

in environments which were familiar to them. BPHA and Connected Lives invited us to 

join their regular community sessions at Trumpington Pavilion, Trumpington Meadows 

Community Hub, and Clay Farm Centre. These events allowed people - older residents 

or parents of toddlers - to engage at their own pace without feeling overburdened or 

distracted from watching their young children respectively.  

 

Similarly, we engaged with people visiting and volunteering at NCCP’s Repair Café at 

Campkin Road Community Centre, and at a second NCCP session at Arbury Library. 

Although the library session was set up specially for us to meet local people, it used a 

drop-in model, where anyone wishing to be involved could visit at their convenience.  

 

Informal conversations were also held at Romsey Mill Centre, allowing young men to 

share personal views in a friendly setting, where they spend a lot of time working on 

creative projects. The second Romsey Mill session was in a novel university 

environment - a private accommodation area owned by King’s College - which sparked 

curiosity and reflection on their surroundings. 

 

Interactive group workshops 

 

With other groups, we delivered interactive workshops to deepen engagement and 

encourage lively conversation. CEFC hosted a workshop in a specially-scheduled 

session, for an ethnically diverse group. Practices used included written activities, digital 

tools and university imagery to encourage dialogue and support discussions around 

sensitive issues. We ran a workshop with CB Mentoring’s with young female students of 

African heritage, blending quick-fire Q&As, speech writing, and playful activities into their 

usual Saturday session at Wolfson College. This resulted in articulate expression and 

reflection by the young people.  

 

At CHCH, the workshop was delivered twice on the same day to encourage attendance. 

The workshops were not only designed to listen to participants’ views. Following 

guidance from the organisation’s directors, the workshops were also used to build 

stronger social ties between participants, and familiarity with the new venue, which had 

just opened to the public. The workshops combined small breakout discussions, digital 

and written tasks, and a shared meal to foster further community bonding.  

 

For the digital workshop activities, Elma used the Slido app to create real-time 

wordclouds. 
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2.2 Data analysis  

As agreed, the data was mapped to identify: 
 

● The diversity of topics that emerged 

● Conflicting/ differences in opinions and ideas 

● Areas of commonality  

 

All session notes were typed into documents, and shared with Elma who organised the notes 

into one document per community organisation. ChatGPT was used to help synthesise the flip 

chart and post-it notes into typed copy, enabling Elma to apply more of her time on the analysis. 

The results required editing to ensure accuracy, however, it still expedited this administrative 

process; while AI was working, Elma was able to focus on other aspects of organising the data. 

 

 
 

When all notes were written into documents, a spreadsheet was created where notes and 

comments were logged in order to provide an at-a-glance reference, which was effective in 

supporting the process of looking at similarities and differences in participants’ responses. While 

summarising information for the sheet, Elma was conscious of not losing the essential meaning 

and intent behind people’s valued contributions. This ‘at a glance’ aid became Elma’s main point 

of reference for the analysis, while the notes offered more details which Elma referred to when 

required. 

 

Also helpful were Elma and Jo’s memories of the conversations with individuals and during 

group workshops. Both were able to consider the context of each conversation. 
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Using the agreed report outline as a basis and guide for the analysis, there was an initial 

‘sweep’ of the opinions expressed by participants, using the spreadsheet as a tool to begin the 

process of identifying patterns, i.e. similarities, differences and diversity in views (for more 

information see sections 4 and 5). The first phase of analysis resulted in the identification of four 

themes, under which the data is grouped to enable easy comprehension.  

 

Participants’ feedback has been organised according to these four broad themes:  

 

● Perceptions of the University 

● Community experience and access 

● University services and outreach 

● University’s role and impact 

 

The next stage in this iterative process was the repeated reading of notes with the aim of 

identifying further patterns, e.g. patterns represented within community groups and/or 

demographic groups. 

 

The final step involved extracting information to evidence the analysis.  

 

Throughout the analysis, Elma 

was mindful of refraining from 

allowing her own assumptions 

and biases to influence the 

report writing; the aim was to 

allow community members’ 

contributions to shine through 

(although the author has 

included some of her own 

thoughts in the conclusion in 

regards to next steps). 

 

When required, Elma also 

referred to original handwritten 

notes and other sources of 

helpful information, e.g. 

community organisations’ websites, to check accuracy of information. 

Key comments (with very light paraphrasing for ease of reading) were extracted from the notes 

for this report to offer further insight into people’s viewpoints - please see the text boxes. The full 

list of comments is in the appendix, where comments are credited to the groups to assist in the 

deeper understanding of attitudes and needs of local communities. 
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3. Headlines from community listening activities 

Perceptions of the university 

● Prestigious, internationally recognised and historic. 

● Elitist, exclusive and protective of its status. 

● Still perceived as withholding wealth, power and space from local people. 

● Seen as “in its own world” and maintaining the status quo. 

● Referred to as a powerful institution but it “doesn’t own the city”. 

● Supports the local economy and owns the best real estate. 

● People are proud to work there, but feel it is disconnected from local residents. 

● Seen as a "second council” - very influential in local planning decisions. 

● Increasing awareness of colonial history via the Fitzwilliam Museum, and noticed by 

younger people. 

 

Community experience and access 

● Strong sense of exclusion and lack of belonging. 

● College gates, traditions and architecture are intimidating. 

● Events and spaces are appreciated when discovered, but are often under-publicised or 

feel closed-off. 

● Residents value gardens and museums, 

especially when they are free or affordable. 

● College buildings can feel beautiful yet 

unwelcoming. 

● Local spaces are shaped by the University 

rather than residents' needs. 

 

 

University services and outreach 

● Services are not widely known or advertised - a 

centralised source of event information would 

help engage local people. 

● Mentoring and outreach can be powerful, but 

access is inconsistent and depends on personal 

connections. 
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● Calls for more inclusive events, tailored to a broader audience (e.g. youth, parents, 

disabled people). 

● Requests for community partnerships. 

● Excellent resources such as libraries and business support are underused by local 

people due to lack of public visibility. 

● More diverse staff are needed so the University and colleges better reflect and relate to 

local communities. 

● Many local people are unaware of how to access University services or spaces, and 

would like educational and skills development opportunities. 

● Calls for the University to be present in community spaces regularly. 

 

University’s role and impact 

● Brings jobs, tourism and international status. 

● Growth and land use decisions feel exclusionary and undemocratic. 

● Some residents hope the University will invest in communities’ needs. 

● The University has a role in creating the wealth gap across the city. 

● It has driven up house prices - they are now unaffordable.  
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4. Diversity of views and differences in 

perspectives 

It is important to highlight the diversity of topics, and conflict in views, which emerged from 

discussions with local people, as this reflects their lived experiences and knowledge. 

Perceptions of the university 

Some saw the University and colleges as a self-serving entity, while others felt it was a 

generous institution. This split often reflected personal proximity to the University (e.g. 

employees, or spouses of academics) and generational differences. The older community 

members tended to feel warmly towards the University. 

University services and outreach 

Participants talked about public access to colleges, confusion over which gardens or buildings 

are open to the public, and the symbolism of locked gates and grand doorways. While some 

had enjoyed college tours or open days, others described a lifetime of walking past buildings 
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they had never entered. 

People mentioned the Cambridge Festival, Open Cambridge, Shakespeare performances, 

museum exhibitions, lectures and more. For some, these were joyful cultural highlights; for 

others, they felt inaccessible, poorly 

advertised, expensive or too 

centralised geographically. 

Respondents offered both praise 

and criticism of employment at the 

University. Some appreciated job 

opportunities with positive work 

environments, where others felt 

stuck in low-paid roles or treated 

unequally by academics. Younger 

people working in catering 

described limited opportunities for 

career progression or lack of access 

to career advice. 

 

There was a range of views on the 

University’s civic role. Some 

believed it should do more to 

support the city, e.g. mentoring, 

regeneration, infrastructure. Others 

felt this was not the University’s 

responsibility.  

University’s role and 

impact 

Some spoke positively, saying their children had aspirations to study at the University. Others 

reported the opposite, e.g. a child who dismissed Cambridge as being “not for them” even when 

academically capable. Several young people said the University seemed like a myth, or a 

   

Key comments 

 

“The Fitzwilliam is an amazing place – 

we’ve spent many happy hours there.” 

 

The university should “teach people to fish”. 

 

“Feels like a caste system…applies 

intercollegiately and socially.” 

 

“It’d be nice to be part of the story as a local 

by being more aware of the stages of 

University research.” 
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closed place for elite families. 

Cambridge was described as split between “town and gown”, yet within their local areas, 

younger people especially enjoyed the diversity of their friendship groups. They socialise with 

people from across cultures, socioeconomic backgrounds, etc. This suggests that social 

integration is created among locals, but not institutionally between local communities and the 

University. 

Tourism was both celebrated and resented. While some enjoyed people-watching and the buzz 

of a global destination, others felt overrun by crowds and disconnected from their own city.  

There were conflicting views about research and academic value. Some participants praised 

world-class research and its global contributions - particularly in medicine and climate science. 

Others said they did not know anything about the University’s research at all, or, if they did, they 

said it was not communicated in plain language. One view point given was a desire to know 

more so they could feel part of the research process and developments taking place on their 

doorstep. This highlights the importance of communicating with the public to help instill a local 

sense of pride relating to the University’s work. 

 

5. Shared perspectives and experiences  

Shared opinions and ideas were more highly represented than the differences of opinion 

expressed in the consultation process. Outlined below are the commonalities shared among the 

participants. 
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Perceptions of the university 

Areas of broad agreement included a strong appreciation of the University’s world-class status 

as well as its many beautiful buildings. It was also clear that most people recognised the income 

generated through tourists travelling from around the world to see the University. 

The emotional tone of the feedback centred on whether the University feels like it is “for us.” 

Younger people and those from underrepresented groups, felt entirely excluded - culturally, 

racially and socio-economically. The institution was often seen as white, elite and steeped in 

traditions that are alienating or irrelevant.  

Community experiences and access 

The Botanic Garden (CUBG) was repeatedly mentioned as a space people visited, enjoyed, and 

felt comfortable in. Some had annual passes, others attended open days. It stood out as a rare 

example of a welcoming, accessible University-managed space that communities felt was "for 

them”. 

A persistent theme with 

participants across all groups 

was they felt the University 

spaces - colleges, gardens, 

libraries - are not designed to 

welcome the public. While 

some residents were 

pleasantly surprised by free 

entry to museums or gardens, 

the majority described the 

physical environment as 

excluding. Lack of signage 

and architectural styles acted 

as deterrents. Even 

employees for the University 

were unsure which spaces 

were open to them. 

 

Residents expressed frustration about not knowing where they could go, and some did not 

realise some spaces were public. Suggestions included opening more areas during summer, 

better signage and staff guidance, intentional invitations to community groups and improved 

accessibility for those with limited mobility.  
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There was strong enthusiasm for University events among those who knew they existed. Many 

praised the Cambridge Festival, Botanic Garden activities and lectures. However, others had no 

idea these events took place. Events were commonly described as poorly promoted, overly 

academic, or designed for insiders. Most were concentrated in the city centre, with little-to-no 

outreach in communities. 

People asked for more inclusive, family-friendly, and youth-focused programming, especially in 

neighbourhood spaces. Print-based publicity was suggested to reach non-digital audiences, 

alongside targetted promotion through schools, 

libraries and community groups. WhatsApp 

groups and social media were also suggested 

as ways to promote events. 

Most people said they would feel more 

comfortable in University environments which 

were equitable and relaxed, with refreshments.  

There were a range of comments about diverse 

representation, inclusion and belonging. Global 

Majority community members shared they often 

felt unseen or looked down upon in University 

spaces. The lack of support such as mentoring 

to enable people from historically overlooked 

communities, also including LGBTQ+ and 

neurodivergent people, to attend the University 

created more feelings of exclusion. 

Most agreed that with its convening power, land 

and money, the University could do more to meet the needs of the residents who live here all 

year round, and support social mobility among local communities. 

University services and outreach 

Positive experiences with individual staff and shared events sometimes challenged those 

feelings of exclusion. People were clear: they do not want tokenism. They want the University to 

reflect Cambridge’s full range of lives, identities and aspirations. 

University’s role and impact 

Several comments referred to a “pipeline” of elite schools feeding into the University, while local 

state school students felt excluded. Some mentioned wanting to return to education as adults 

but found the pathways unclear. There were repeated calls for expanded mentoring, stronger 

links between colleges and local schools, and support for adult learners, including parents, 

carers and people returning to work. 
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The University’s influence on the city’s economy, infrastructure, and identity was recognised as 

significant, but not always beneficial. There was a lot of concern about its role in reinforcing 

inequality. 

The University was repeatedly described as acting like a private authority or “second council” 

that shapes Cambridge’s development without local input. Participants asked why it builds 

luxury accommodation but not social housing, or why its land sits empty while community 

spaces are under threat. A number of people reflected on housing and urban development, new 

builds designed for outsiders, and the closure of valued shopping locations such as the Grafton 

Centre and Beehive. 

Some viewed the University as a silent force behind these shifts and voiced anger at the 

institution encouraging increasing house prices and shaping city policy from behind the scenes. 

There were repeated requests for investment in civic spaces, such as youth hubs, easy-to-

access lifelong learning facilities, and larger concert venues to attract a greater range of artists. 
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6.  Summary of analysis 

The community feedback reveals a 

strong perception of the University as 

a powerful yet exclusive institution, 

often viewed as detached from the 

day-to-day lives of local residents. 

Themes of elitism, tradition and 

ownership dominated, with 

participants expressing feelings of 

exclusion and limited benefit from the 

University’s presence.  

 

Some voiced frustration at the 

University's protective stance over its 

spaces and resources, while others 

highlighted a lack of visible efforts to 

share wealth, diversify internal 

perspectives, or make public events 

widely accessible.  

 

This perceived detachment reinforces 

a sense that the University maintains 

the status quo and exists in a “world of its own”, leading many to feel emotionally or culturally 

distanced despite its physical proximity. 

 

At the same time, some participants acknowledged the University’s contributions to the local 

economy, cultural life and global reputation. Where engagement had occurred, such as visits to 

museums, the Botanic Garden or open events, residents reported positive experiences and 

expressed a desire for more of these opportunities, particularly if made more accessible and 

relevant to them.  

 

Participants called for more youth-friendly and community-led initiatives, highlighting that greater 

openness could foster a deeper sense of shared ownership and civic connection between the 

University and the wider city. This suggests untapped potential for bridging divides through 

improved communication, access and inclusive programming.  

 

Most people expressed conflicting feelings about the University. While they appreciated its 

reputation, status and beauty, they also expected more in terms of support and engagement 

with local people. Some individual opinions were purely negative, some mainly positive, but 

most were mixed. While older participants were generally more positive, younger participants 

tended to be more critical, which indicates a shift in values, needs, personal goals and 

expectations. 

   

Key comments 

 

“[The University Library] is like a 

delicious piece of food just out of 

reach.” 

 

"The University of Cambridge probably 

doesn't know communities like Arbury 

exist." 

 

"Too introspective and too woke" 

 

“Fellows act like they’re elite - don’t 

say thank you.” 
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7. Conclusion and recommendations 

This civic listening exercise has revealed a rich, complex portrait of how local communities 

across Cambridge experience and perceive the University. While many participants admired the 

University’s global reputation, beauty and historical status, they also expressed a deep, 

persistent and holistic sense of exclusion - economically, socially, culturally, physically and 

emotionally.  

 

Experiences varied somewhat by age, background, geography, and personal or professional 

links with the University. What unified participants, however, was the belief that the University 

needs to do more for communities by harnessing its perceived influence and wealth. 

 

Despite its global profile and local visibility, the University remains, for many, a distant or closed 

institution, with only occasional moments of connection. 

 

While there were some differences among, and a diversity of, opinions, most perspectives we 

captured were shared across participants and groups.  

 

The culture and locations of the groups did not seem to influence significant differences in 

opinions. However, age was a standout influencing factor, with distinct perspectives being held 

by younger people (approximately 13 - 30 years old) from a variety of groups. It is also 

important to note that among young participants were girls of African heritage (CB Mentoring). 
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What emerged most clearly was a call for greater openness. Residents expressed a desire to 

be more involved in the cultural, educational and social activities. Whether this meant clear 

signage on college gates, skills development opportunities, better publicised events, accessible 

lectures, or outreach to young people and families, the need for clearer and more inclusive 

engagement is undeniable. 

 

Although feedback was often critical, it was not hostile. On the contrary, people expressed 

hope, curiosity and care – often pointing out that they want the University to succeed as a civic 

partner. When participants felt welcomed, e.g. at the Botanic Garden, they responded with 

warmth and enthusiasm. This highlights the desire for feeling that they belong in parts of the city 

where the University’s presence is dominant. Encouraging belonging cannot be based on pride 

of place or prestige alone - the University is being called upon to create more human 

connections, genuine inclusion and greater reciprocity. 

 

The bespoke and transparent approach to this civic listening exercise successfully provided 

results that yielded a clear insight into the thoughts of local people. 

 

It is important to note that many residents expressed gratitude for the facilitators’ visits to their 

community spaces such as Cherry Hinton Community Hub. It was significant as it helped them 

feel valued by the University. 

 

Involving an independent consultant further encouraged participation. It helped to tackle 

concerns of people being overlooked and offered a refreshing experience. Some participants 

mentioned that being able to safely share honest opinions on such a relevant and important 

topic was welcome.  

Recommendations 

 

Both facilitators have a history as residents in the area, this offered assurance that people were 

listened to, and their perspectives were understood. This helped us to nurture rich and 

meaningful conversations. 

 

Below is a summary of recommendations as provided by local community members:

● Open college spaces to locals 

● Engage younger people and children 

● Make the University less intimidating 

● Follow example of University 

museums 

● Offer discounts on entry fees for 

local people 

● Run more events in local areas as 

well as the city centre 

● Help with degree portfolios 

● Offer family-friendly and inclusive 

programming 

● Create affordable lifelong learning 

locally 
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● Offer jargon-free talks 

● Make events more welcoming and 

relaxed - no elitism 

● Better promotion of access to 

gardens, cafés and events 

● Offer free online courses 

● Create a community-focused 

regeneration/ planning team 

● Use tourism income to fund local 

access

 

Initial actions that could begin in academic year 25/26 include: 

 

● Regular visits to community spaces by, e.g. by students, researchers and engagement 

professionals.  

● Begin to develop a local communications strategy to ensure communities are more 

aware of University events and places open to the public, which are cheap or free to 

access, e.g. open days, festivals and college gardens/ cafés. 

● Share event communications with existing community networks, e.g. local libraries, 

nurseries, schools, FE colleges,  cafés, community groups/centres. 

● Further consultation regarding the exclusion of underrepresented community members, 

possibly focusing on young people. 

 

These actions would not only provide a 

swift response, but they would also 

demonstrate that the University values local 

residents and is taking its civic duty 

seriously.  
 

This community civic listening exercise has 

invested in trust-building among individuals 

who clearly feel, and are excluded, but are 

open to being part of University activities. 

The acts of being present in community 

spaces, offering transparent 

communication, and listening with care 

have signalled a change in approach by the 

University and have been welcomed by 

community members we spoke to.  

 

How the University chooses to follow up on 

this engagement work could be pivotal to 

the success of its relationship with 

communities.  

 

It is essential to continue building on these 

relationships which have been established and/or nurtured through our bespoke approach and 

transparency. Ongoing civic engagement should always include active listening, responding 
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without bias or judgement, and taking action that honours the knowledge, hopes and lived 

realities of local people. 

 

In a time of growing complexity and urgent local and global challenges, the knowledge and lived 

experience of Cambridge residents can help shape more sustainable solutions. Many 

community members are rightly aware and proud of this.  

Continued collaboration will be essential in forging a sustainable future for the city, which 

requires shared decision-making and equitable practices. 
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Appendix 

Key comments 

Below are comments provided by community members through activities and conversations, 

which demonstrate the diversity and contradicting opinions. 

 

NCCP, Arbury Library  

➔ “Students’ syllabuses should include community visits to talk about their studies, e.g. 

women in STEM. This will feed the imagination and self-esteem of local young people, 

and get them out of their head for a couple of hours.” 

➔ "The joy of Cambridge is the research and innovation." 

➔ “It’d be nice to be part of the story as a local by being more aware of the stages of 

University research.” 

➔ “The idea of doubling the size of Cambridge is horrifying.” 

➔ “I love Cambridge - it’s got such rich, astonishing history and culture.” 

➔ “It’s for white, toffee-nose gits - not for us.” 

➔ “It’s hard to grasp what’s going on inside.” 

➔ Studying at the university would be “a major, crazy achievement”. 

➔ “The city would go downhill if the University disappeared.” 

 

Romsey Mill visit to King’s College 

➔ About Cambridge: “It’s lovely, but it’s not what you think it is." 

➔ “When we tell people [at DJ events] we’re from Cambridge, we’re not taken seriously.” 

 

CB Mentoring  

These quotes are the result of a workshop activity where the young people were asked to 

announce plans in their first public speech as the new ‘head’ of the University. 

 

➔ "If we want to continue our legacy, we need to motivate and involve the young people 

within the community - let them have a place to express themselves." 

➔ "Say 'yes' to helping the community for the better." 

➔ "More cultural, community and casual events open to the general public, prompting the 

integration of backgrounds and otherwise separated social standings." 
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➔ "Because the University has been an essential catalyst...influenced by controversial 

history...it 's our responsibility to take care of the citizens as well as our students." 

➔ "Free transport for 18 and under." 

➔ "Fund schools to build up education to help students in any possible way." 

➔ "Host a University tour for anyone of any religion, race, age or gender to experience the 

possibility of what a bright future looks like here at Cambridge University." 

➔ "We would give out more scholarships to shining stars that have been ignored." 

➔ “University needs to focus on the future, not the past.” 

➔ “Everyone knows Cambridge.” 

➔ "Open community centres." 

 

BPHA/Connected Lives, Trumpington Meadows 

➔ "University runs the city....nothing happens without their say so” 

➔ "Cambridge Festival is too academic and too specific.” 

➔ “The Fitzwilliam is an amazing place – we’ve spent many happy hours there.” 

➔ “Town, gown and tech.” 

 

CEFC workshop 

➔ “[Colleges] don’t interest me.” 

➔ “What charity work or outreach do they actually do?” 

➔ “[Cambridge ] isn’t fun for young people.” 

➔ The university should “cap their greed at some level”. 

➔ The university should “teach people to fish” 

➔ “Feels like a caste system…applies intercollegiately and socially.” 

➔ “Mystic imperialism.” 

 

Cherry Hinton Community Hub 

➔ “Easier to access a Viennese ball [than Cambridge University events].” 

➔ “Felt as welcome as the bubonic plague [as a young comprehensive school pupil].” 

 

Connected Lives, Clay Farm 

➔ Regarding the University Library: “...it's like a delicious piece of food just out of reach.” 
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Romsey Mill 

➔ “The University buildings don’t matter - it’s the attitude of people inside them." 

➔ “People need to be reached by the University so they have access to more 

opportunities.” 

➔ “Fellows act like they’re elite - don’t say thank you, give us dirty looks - I feel like their 

servant.” 

 

NCCP Repair Café 

➔ “The University of Cambridge probably doesn't know communities like Arbury exist." 

➔ “Too introspective and too woke." 

➔ University spaces are "sucked out of the world". 

➔ “It wouldn’t hurt them to share...” 

➔ “If you don’t have [attitudes that reflect] everyone...what hope do you have?” 

➔ “[The university] Doesn’t own the city.”



 

27 

Methodologies per community group 
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Group Venue Numbers Practice Rationale 

BPHA (housing 

association) - 

focus on older 

people. 

Trumpington 

Pavillion, and 

Trumpington 

Meadows 

Community Hub. 

8 The facilitators had relaxed 

conversations with people 

at three events: regular 

coffee mornings and parent-

toddler mornings. The 

community groups co-run 

one of the coffee/ parent-

toddler events. 

Offering a ‘drop in’ approach allowed both busy 

community group leaders to prepare for our 

participation, and to ensure people attending the 

events had the option to engage or not. The 

relaxed approach allowed us to slot into the pre-

planned activities, while causing minimal 

disruption or additional work for the busy group 

leaders.  

 

This was particularly important in terms of 

safeguarding; we wanted to avoid 

overburdening older people, or distracting 

parents watching their children. 

 

 

Connected Lives - 

focus on parents 

with young 

children. 

Clay Farm 

Centre, and 

Trumpington 

Meadows 

Community Hub. 

6 

BPHA/ Connected 

Lives 

Trumpington 

Meadows 

Community 

Centre 

6 Relaxed conversations with 

mainly women aged around 

30+. 

Cambridge Ethnic 

Community Forum 

(CECF)  

Arbury Court 

office 

12 

 

Workshop with a group of 

women and one man, from 

a diversity of age, ethnic 

and cultural backgrounds.  

The activities included 

discussions in pairs, full 

group discussions, and 

engaging with an interactive 

digital word cloud, and 

writing on post-its and flip 

chart paper.  

Images of different 

University settings helped to 

A structured and interactive workshop was 

designed, to encourage discussion and 

participation. Those present had opted to be 

involved and were eager to share their thoughts.  

 

The agenda was straightforward to allow fluidity 

of conversation and to ensure a relaxed 

experience. This was key as sensitive topics 

emerged during conversation, which may have 

typically been overlooked or considered 

irrelevant. 
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inspire conversation. 

Cambridge Ethnic 

Community 

Forum’s CB 

Mentoring 

Wolfson College 9 Workshop for secondary 

school aged female 

students of African heritage. 

The group meets on 

Saturday mornings, and we 

were invited to run our 

workshop during one of 

their gatherings. The group 

was split into age groups - 

we worked with the older 

ages.  

 

Some had previously 

engaged with Untold 

Stories2 - the creative 

community engagement 

project funded by the 

University.  

An interactive workshop was designed to 

encourage discussion and participation among 

the young people.  

 

The workshop incorporated elements of play to 

boost engagement and interest, as well as 

quick-fire Q&As to invigorate them.  

 

Participants were set the task of reflecting on 

their opinions and perception of the University in 

pairs. The final task involved participants writing 

a speech as if they were the newly recruited 

‘head’ of the University, to encourage sharing of 

thoughts which they may otherwise have 

struggled to articulate.  

Cherry Hinton 

Community Hub 

Cherry Hinton 

Community Hub 

30 Two workshops for people 

mainly aged 50+. The same 

workshop was delivered in 

the morning and afternoon - 

lunch was served between 

sessions, which allowed 

participants to continue 

conversations, and mingle 

with people participating in 

both sessions.  

Two workshops enabled as many people as 

possible to take part. As a new community 

space, this helped the group leaders to 

introduce residents to the Hub, and to 

encourage people to gather together, and meet 

new people. 

 

As above, the workshop was designed to meet 

local people’s needs, and use of the spacious 

venue enabled participants to sit in small 
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2 Untold Stories was a creative community engagement project in 2024-25, ed by the University's Community Engagement Manager: 
https://www.cam.ac.uk/stories/connecting-communities#group-section-Untold-Stories-B8rBwnuQbw 
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The practices included an 

interactive digital word 

cloud, writing on postcards 

and flipchart paper, small 

group breakout sessions, 

and lively full group 

discussions. 

groups, and focus on issues raised by the 

provocations. The groups were very active in 

terms of sharing opinions, which led to some 

sensitive topics being very openly discussed, 

with some disagreement between participants. 

This required the facilitator to hold space for all 

voices, and ensure nobody felt excluded or ‘less 

than’. 

 

Also, the facilitator took steps to ensure 

vulnerable participants were comfortable, and 

able to participate.  

North Cambridge 

Community 

Partnership 

Campkin Road 

Community 

Centre, and 

Arbury Library 

25 

 
Breakdown: 

Repair Café - 8 

Arbury Library - 

17 (4 adults/ 13 

school 

students) 

 

 

Conversations with people 

attending a repair café at a 

community centre, and at a 

specially arranged session 

at Arbury Library. 

A ‘drop in’ approach at the repair café freed the 

community group leader from additional work on 

the day. As it was a very busy event, it was 

important to allow people to be on time for their 

repair slot. Therefore, we took a gentle 

approach when requesting people’s 

participation. Focusing on customers in the 

queue, we gathered a range of perspectives, 

while causing minimal disruption.  

 

Where possible, we also spoke to the repair  

café experts. 

 

The second, one-off session at the library was 

specially scheduled and marketed by the group 

leader. This allowed for people to attend if they 

wanted to, and it provided a safe family-friendly, 

relaxed setting which was ideal for local school 
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students and parents. 

Romsey Mill Romsey Mill 

Centre on Mill 

Road, and King’s 

College. 

4 Two conversation sessions 

with younger men aged 

between 19 and late 20s. 

One session at the centre 

on Mill Road (the young 

men had previously 

engaged with Untold 

Stories), the other session 

took place following a 

private tour of King’s 

College.  

A relaxed and very informal approach provided 

space for the men’s genuine opinions to shine 

through.  

 

The first session at the Romsey Mill centre was 

a familiar environment for the young men. 

  

The second session involved one group 

member and two youth leaders, who were given 

a tour of King’s College, followed by a 

conversation in a private outdoor space on 

King’s Parade. A second group member joined 

us for the conversation.  

 

Normally closed to the public, the setting for the 

conversation offered a unique experience. The 

tour and the setting offered the men fresh points 

of reflection. 


