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Introduction 

The Centre for Social Justice and Community Action (CSJCA) focuses on social justice-oriented research 

that is co-produced by university and community partners internationally, nationally and in North East 

England. It has a particular specialism in participatory action research (PAR) and a strong track record 

of catalysing community-university engagement.  

The Centre was launched in 2009 by Professors Sarah Banks (School of Applied Social Sciences) and 

Rachel Pain (Geography Department), with initial support from Beacon North East (the North East’s 

Beacon for Public Engagement). Dr Andrew Russell (Anthropology Department) became the third co-

director in 2010 and Dr Andrea Armstrong provided administrative and research support. The Centre 

takes its direction from a steering group of academics, postgraduate researchers and community 

partners and an international advisory board.  The School of Applied Social Sciences hosts the Centre 

and provides a small amount of funding for administration. 

The Centre’s membership has grown to over 400 – nearly half from outside the university. In a recent 

survey of members, 84 per cent of respondents said they joined the Centre because of its commitment 

to social justice and 72 per cent because of the focus on participatory action research. Equally 

attractive are the numerous free learning opportunities that the Centre offers, including training, 

workshops, seminars and conferences.  

This short report highlights the Centre’s achievements. With little core funding, the Centre has largely 

relied on the commitment, expertise and enthusiasm of its members. In five years it has established a 

wide community of practice and created impacts across the University and beyond.  

Mission and unique contribution 

The Centre for Social Justice and Community Action aims for excellence in both the quality of its 

research and the breadth and depth of its community-university engagement. The Centre has two key 

goals. The first is to support and conduct research on issues related to social justice, which challenges 

and seeks to alleviate inequalities in wealth, status, power and participation. The second is, through 

this jointly-owned research, to co-produce knowledge through partnerships between researchers, 

community activists, grass-roots community organisations, and other voluntary and public sector 

organisations.  

Our particular specialism (in which members have an international reputation) is participatory action 

research, although we also practice other forms of collaborative research. Participatory action 

research is a collaborative effort in which people whose lives might be affected by research are partners in 

designing, undertaking and disseminating research to influence socially just change. 

Key to fulfilling these goals is developing an infrastructure to catalyse community-university 

partnerships. Thus the core activities of the Centre focus on developing community-university 

relationships, and skills and capacities in partnership working, to create a context in which 

participatory research – by partners in the public and third sector as well as academics – can thrive. 

The Centre’s activities, therefore, include networking, training, supervision and teaching as well as 

research.  
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The Centre has demonstrated excellence in:  

 Conducting innovative interdisciplinary research informed by a critical participatory action 

research approach. 

 Directly impacting on issues of social and spatial inequality towards the broader goal of their 

alleviation. 

 Sharing knowledge and expertise among a new generation of researchers within and outside 

the University, equipping them with participatory tools and approaches to bring to their own 

work. 

 Bridging the gap between academic research, policy and practice. 

 Enriching the relationships between universities and communities, so that the ownership and 

benefits of research are shared. 

Impact 

Universities and communities are increasingly demanding research that has an impact on social, 

economic and political life. The Centre’s unique mission offers added value for both community 

partners and Durham University.  

Community partners benefit from the association with the University, including access to specialist 

resources, training and opportunities to come together with a wide range of academics, researchers, 

practitioners and volunteers at events. Partners have used the co-produced research to make changes 

in their own organisations (e.g. Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums) and to support successful 

campaigns for policy change (e.g. Thrive Teesside’s campaigns to reform the high-cost credit sector).    

In turn, the University benefits from the expertise and insights of people with experience of the topics 

being researched and with the contacts and mandate to turn research findings into action.  Key 

outputs include highly-cited academic articles, as well as a series of toolkits for use by academic and 

community researchers, developed to stimulate and guide participatory research partnerships 

internationally, nationally and in North East England. Additionally the Centre has run two major 

conferences, and numerous seminars and workshops. It also runs regular training events, which 

provide inspiring learning and networking opportunities for postgraduate and early career researchers, 

who find themselves sharing ideas and information and sowing the seeds for future initiatives.   
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Case studies of research impact 

Tyne and Wear Museums and Archives 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/geography/research/impact/museums/ 

A five-year collaboration between CSJCA and Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums (TWAM) included 
a major piece of research (2009-2010) which was used to re-vision the Discovery Museum in 
Newcastle and to embed participatory approaches in the organisation. It has resulted in: 

 A major new museum gallery and two exhibitions opening in 2012-13, informed by the research 
findings.  

 Income generation for TWAM: successful bids citing the research have brought in £552,300 at a 
time of shrinking resources for the museum sector. 

 Institutional changes to design, staffing and working practices informed by the research; PAR 
enriched capacity to learn and respond with changes, engaging both staff and local communities. 

An ESRC collaborative studentship held by CSJCA is now extending the research. This research was also 
part of a portfolio of work put together by Rachel Pain for which she won a Durham University 
Excellence in Research Impact Award in 2014. 

Debt on Teesside: Pathways to Financial Inclusion 
 
www.durham.ac.uk/beacon/socialjustice/researchprojects/debt_on_teesside 
 
This action research was a partnership between Thrive (a community‐based organisation working to 
tackle poverty and exclusion in the Teesside area), Church Action on Poverty and CSJCA during 2011-
13. Funded by the Northern Rock Foundation, the aims were to: research the use of high-cost credit in 
low-income households; develop a financial mentoring programme; and engage in campaigns on issues 
arising from the research. It developed from several smaller projects involving collaboration between 
CSJCA and Thrive, including Thrive offering training for university staff and students on community 
organising and providing student placements; while university researchers and students helped Thrive 
with household interviews, data analysis and report writing.  Outcomes include: 
 

 The work of the project fed into a successful national action by Thrive and CAP with the Centre for 
Responsible Credit and other partners in 2012 to agree specific reforms to the rent-to-own sector 
of the high-cost credit market. This affects an estimated 325,000 customers in the UK. 

 During 2013 the project contributed to a national campaign focusing on the affordability of high 
cost credit and demands for data-sharing between companies. This involved making a short film for 
the CAP website and feeding research findings to MPs.  

 During the project, 64 mentoring sessions took place with 16 households. Positive benefits for 
households included: reduced levels of debt; improved psychological well-being, less anxiety and 
more confidence; increased financial awareness and ‘thinking things through’.  A community 
mentoring toolkit has been produced for use by other organisations considering this approach. 

 Several voluntary sector organisations are developing their own mentoring programmes, based on 
the Debt on Teesside materials. 

 
Funding from Durham University’s Seedcorn Fund gained by Sarah Banks enabled the work on high-
cost credit to continue during 2014, including producing policy and practice briefings in partnership 
with the Centre for Responsible Credit, and organisation of a major event on promoting financially 
resilient communities in Stockton for policy-makers and practitioners. The CSJCA and Thrive Teesside 
won a Durham University Excellence in Research Impact Award for this work in 2014.  

 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/geography/research/impact/museums/
http://www.durham.ac.uk/beacon/socialjustice/researchprojects/debt_on_teesside
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Conferences 

Community-University collaborations:  
exploring models, sharing good practice 
 
This two-day international conference (9 – 10 
September, 2010) held in Durham attracted 100 
delegates. It brought together community and 
university representatives to showcase and 
share examples of good practice and to inform 
and foster new ones.  In the process, the 
conference reflected on the changing nature of 
the relationship between universities and wider 
society - regionally, nationally and 
internationally.  
 
Key note speakers were Alison Mathie (Coady 
Institute/St. Francis Xavier University, Nova 
Scotia, Canada) and Angie Hart (University of 
Brighton).  In addition to a range of interactive 
workshops, there was a showcase of activities 
and projects from third sector organisations and 
universities, organised by Beacon North East. 
 
 

Excerpt from Professor Angie Hart’s blog about 
the conference  
 
“News from a fabulous community university 
partnership conference in Durham, England 

  
Please could someone pick up Brighton and move it 
nearer to Durham. Or vice versa because we're by 
the seaside and over the channel from France. This 
is what I felt after the two day 'Community-
University Collaborations: Exploring Models, 
Sharing Good Practice' organised by one of the 
Beacons for Public Engagement (a programme 
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for 
England). Got back at 11.30pm yesterday after 
leaving Durham Uni at 3.15pm. But boy was it 
worth it. So worth it in fact, that I'm sitting here on 
a Saturday morning writing this blog instead of 
cleaning my kitchen so that I can share my joy with 
the world and set myself a few challenges whilst I'm 
still buzzing.” 
 

 
 
 

 

Tackling ethical challenges in community-based 
participatory research (CBPR) 
 
This one day conference (28 February, 2013) 
held in Durham brought together 90 delegates 
including community partners, third sector and 
government researchers, academics, university 
research administrators and researcher funders 
to share experiences and ways of tackling the 
many ethical challenges in CBPR – including the 
use and abuse of power, co-authorship of 
publications, ownership of findings and 
institutional ethical reviews processes.  
 
The conference included a panel discussion and 
range of workshops led by community partners 
and academics that offered insights into ethical 
challenges in CBPR in areas such health, museum 
and heritage, science, arts and culture, social 
justice and environment.  
 

  

Extracts from evaluations 
 
 
 
“The best bit was to learn there are others who 
believe in using accessible language and that those 
in universities are not all from ‘ivory towers’.  Thank 
you!” (Voluntary sector worker) 
 
 
“Excellent balance of presentations, real life 
examples of practice and room for discussion”. 
(Postgraduate student) 
 
 
“Very reflective environment and open exchange of 
views”. (University academic) 
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Training and events 

Training  
The Centre runs regular training events, some of 
which are organised within Durham University’s 
staff development programme. The training is 
free and open to academics, postgraduates and 
community partners. Sessions have included: 
 

 Participatory Action Research 1:  
An introduction 

 Participatory Action Research 2: Embedding 
participation in research practice 

 Developing policy and practice through 
participatory research 

 Community organising  

 Asset-based community development 

 Young people as co-researchers 

 Ubuntu: Conversation for change 

 Socratic dialogue 

 Ethics in CBPR 
 

Evaluations have been extremely positive, with 
participants going on to practice participatory 
approaches in their work (see opposite). 
 

 

 
 
“I have increased my networks and the content of 
seminars and training events has positively 
influenced my teaching”. (University academic) 
 
“Asset Based Community Development has 
influenced an action in the VCS Strategy for County 
Durham”. (Voluntary sector worker) 
 
“Training provided by the Centre has inspired 
researchers I work with and I regularly use and 
refer to resources produced such as the Ethics and 
Principles guide”. (University academic) 

  

 

 
 
 
“The events provide a chance to talk to ‘big 
name’ academics and practitioners, to make 
contact with other professionals, listen to stories 
from community workers and find kindred 
spirits”. (Local authority worker) 
 
 
 

Events 
CSJCA has organised numerous events, including: 
 

 Developing Community-University research 
partnerships: Speed dating (four events) 

 Issues and challenges in PAR and collaborative 
research – a postgraduate researchers’ forum 

 Researching with disadvantaged communities 

 Social Justice and the Big Society – a discussion 
forum 

 Poetry reading by Gillian Allnutt from poems by 
asylum seekers and refugees 

 New storylines for living with environmental 
change: citizens’ perspectives (six events) 

 Responsible science and public engagement: 
dilemmas cafes (three events)  

 Ethics in community-based participatory 
research workshops (four events)  

 Lectures and seminars by international visitors 
from Canada, Australia, India, USA 
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Research 

In five years (2009 – 2014) members of the Centre have been increasingly successful in securing 
research funding from a variety of sources outside the university, including: 

 Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)  

 Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)  

 Northern Rock Foundation 

 British Academy  

 Ministry of Justice  

 Northumbria Police  

 Methodist Church in Britain 

 National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE)  

 Beacon North East 

 National Teaching Fellowship Scheme 

The research always includes participatory approaches and a commitment to social justice. Examples 
include: 

 

Community Action 
 
The Centre has been awarded four projects 
under the UK research councils’ Connected 
Communities programme. 
 
1. Community-based participatory research: 

ethics and outcomes (£32,470, AHRC) 
 
2. Tackling ethical issues and dilemmas in 

community-based participatory research: a 
practical resource (£25,458, AHRC) 
 

3. Connection, participation and 
empowerment in community-based 
research: the case of the Transition 
movement  (£78,487, AHRC) 

  
4. Imagine: Connecting communities through 

research (£2.2 m, of which £279,000 came 
to Durham, ESRC) 

  
Other substantial awards include: 
 
Debt on Teesside: Pathways to Inclusion 
(£108,181, Northern Rock Foundation) 
 
Exploring ‘good practice’ in diaconal ministry 
(£96,794, the Methodist Church in Britain, with 
the Wesley Study Centre, Durham) 
 

 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers 
 
Race, crime and justice in the North East region 
(£25,000, Ministry of Justice and Northumbria 
Police) 
 
Refugees’ Lives, in their own words - writing life 
stories with refugees living in North East England 
(£15,850,  Durham Industrial Bridging Fellowship) 
 
Young People 
Participatory action research visit to Montevideo 
by young experts in tobacco control advocacy to 
assess the potential for developing a UK equivalent 
of Respira Uruguay  (Funded by a National 
Teaching Fellowship Scheme award, £10,000; a 
Santander mobility grant, £1500; the Wellcome 
Trust, £1500; and the Crofton Award,  £1000) 
 
Rural Community Development 
Building Adaptive Strategies for Environmental 
Change with Rural Land Managers (£151,980, 
ESRC/ RELU, partners – Lune Rivers Trust) 
 
PhD Studentships 
CSJCA has attracted funding for a number of ESRC 
PhD studentships on a range of social justice issues, 
working closely in collaboration with non-academic 
organisations.  
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Toolkits and guides produced by the Centre 

Available from:  www.dur.ac.uk/beacon/socialjustice/toolkits/ 

Banks, S. and Rifkin F. with Davidson, H., Holmes, C. and Moore, N. (2014) Performing ethics: Using 

participatory theatre in community-based participatory research, Durham, Centre for Social Justice 

and Community Action.  

Beacon North East (2011) Co-inquiry toolkit. Community-university participatory research partnerships: 

co-inquiry and related approaches. Newcastle, Beacon North East. 

Beacon North East (2012) Community toolkit. A guide to working with universities. Newcastle Beacon 

North East. 

Beacon NE (2013) Community Mentoring Toolkit: Working with Socially Excluded Households, 

Newcastle, Beacon North East 

Centre for Social Justice and Community Action, Durham University and National Coordinating Centre 

for Public Engagement (2012) Community-based Participatory Research: A Guide to Ethical 

Principles and Practice, Bristol, NCCPE.  

Centre for Social Justice and Community Action, Durham University and National Coordinating Centre 

for Public Engagement (2012), Doing research together: How to make sure things are fair and no 

one is harmed, Durham, Centre for Social Justice and Community Action [an easyread version of the 

ethics guide].  

Pain, R. Whitman, G. Milledge, D. and Lune Rivers Trust (2012) Participatory action research toolkit: an 

introduction to using PAR as an approach to learning, research and action, Durham 

University/RELU/Lune Rivers Trust 

Films 

Co-inquiry group, Growing ethics, Breaking down barriers, Conference overview (four short films, 

February 2014), www.dur.ac.uk/beacon/socialjustice/ethics_consultation/films/ 

Forum Theatre: Participatory ethics through participatory theatre (July 2014), 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nzzl60EihC4 

 

 

 

 

Contact details 

If you would like more information 
about the Centre or would like to join 
our mailing list to receive regular 
bulletins about research, training and 
other events please contact us: 

Centre for Social Justice and 
Community Action,  
Durham University 
School of Applied Social Sciences 
29 Old Elvet 
Durham, DH1 3HN, UK.  
EMAIL: socialjustice@durham.ac.uk 
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