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Introduction 

Durham University contributes a significant amount to the local and regional community through 

student and staff volunteering, specific community outreach development projects and through the 

provision of facility access, most notably in sport. 

Despite the quite outstanding endeavours of so many students and staff, it is becoming 

increasingly evident that the University’s contribution is not well understood, or appreciated, by the 

vast majority of the local and regional community.  

In recent months there has been an increased focus on promoting the University’s contribution in 

this area and the commitment from Marketing and Communications to publish an Experience 

Durham Community engagement story each week is just one example of this.  

As a University we have, of course, made our commitment to working collaboratively with the local 

community very clear and the establishment of a (match funded) Durham University Community 

Fund, the formalisation of a partnership with Durham County Council, the development of a 
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Community Taskforce and our investment in both a Community Liaison Officer and a Police 

University Liaison Officer are just some recent examples of this.  

However, despite this, it is recognised that a step change in our approach to capturing, co-

ordinating and promoting the contribution of our students and staff is required if the University, and 

those contributing, are to receive the recognition and appreciation that is deserved. This is, of 

course, increasingly important given Durham’s commitment to being at the heart of the local and 

regional community coupled with the increasing concerns around student number growth and the 

unique opportunities presented by the development of the Maiden Castle Sport & Wellbeing Park. 

Furthermore, there is also an opportunity to unlock an additional layer of student volunteering. 

Many of our Students’ Union Societies want to volunteer but do not necessarily feel that they have 

the tools and support to do so. Our Colleges must be encouraged and supported to be more 

proactive whilst many Departments support and deliver projects that the University, as a whole, is 

simply not aware of. 

This paper seeks to briefly explore and outline some of the key interventions that could be made to 

address these areas. 

Capturing & Promoting the University’s Contribution 

Annual Celebration Event 

At the present time there is not a large scale University-wide event to celebrate our contribution 

and engagement with the local and regional community. Student Community Action, through 

Experience Durham, run a very well organised event in the Town Hall. There is, however, an 

understandable internal focus to this occasion with students celebrating their achievements and 

contributions together alongside a small number of staff volunteers. The size of the venue alone 

dictates that the celebrations are relatively low key.   

In contrast to this there is, undoubtedly, an opportunity to stage a large scale event that would 

engage many members of the local and regional community enabling students, staff, departments, 

colleges and community members to celebrate partnership together. This event would include 

dignitaries, footage of volunteering and entertainment and could perhaps be aligned to also 

celebrating the University’s contribution through the Community Fund. Such a celebration could 

also provide a perfect opportunity for SCA executive members to gain event management 

experience by working alongside Event Durham to co-ordinate and manage the occasion. Pending 

scheduling complexities, utilising the marquee erected for the Garden Party or Graduation would 

be a sensible utilisation of existing resources to deliver such an event – this would be at minimal 

additional cost but in a ‘prestige’ venue. 

Recommendation: Form a Steering Group comprised of university students, staff and members of 

the local community to undertake a detailed scoping exercise identifying: 

• the likely target audience;  

• the extent to which there is a genuine gap in the market set against other County and City 

events that may already take place; 
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• projected costs; 

• potential sponsors to cover associated costs. 

The Group should report back with clear recommendations by December 2018. 

Developing Signature Projects & Promoting the Community Fund 

Whilst there is certainly scope to increase the volume of projects and the number of hours that our 

students and staff contribute, the more significant challenge is to capture activity in a way that is 

both impactful and well understood internally and externally. At the present time we have a vast 

amount of activity across the institution without a detailed sense of how individual endeavours 

contribute to a ‘bigger picture’. This, in turn, impacts upon our ability, as a University, to capture, 

co-ordinate and promote contributions effectively including the impact our students and staff make 

overseas through projects such as Sport in Action Zambia. Taking a lead from our peers in North 

America it is clear that developing a series of overarching (Council/Vice Chancellor) endorsed 

signature projects could be transformational, enabling both senior staff and the Marketing & 

Communications Department to confidently discuss and promote initiatives internally and 

externally that they know are taking place, in various forms, on a day to day basis. This more 

defined approach would also provide an easy to understand structure for staff and students 

enabling them to identify how their particular efforts were contributing towards the University’s 

objectives. If marketed and branded correctly, a commitment to endorsed signature projects would 

also further enhance the extent to which the University’s commitment to community engagement is 

understood locally, nationally and internationally.  

Aligning signature projects to the recently launched Durham University Community Fund may also 

be a vehicle to assist in raising the profile of the Fund but, in truth, further consideration is required 

here. With only five* members of University staff currently donating to the Fund it is clear this has 

not yet captured the imagination of staff and a review of where the fund is positioned internally 

(senior university officer endorsement, marketing, milestones, impact etc.) is required.  

*July 2018 

Recommendation: 

Form a Focus Group comprised of university students, staff and members of the local community 

to: 

• identify current themes within the existing projects (already partially undertaken); 

• undertake a gap analysis to establish whether there are key areas of volunteer and project 

engagement that require further attention and resource focus; 

• recommend key focus areas for signature projects and provide options for working titles; 

• make recommendations to re-position and raise the profile of the Durham University 

Community Fund; 

The Group should report back with clear recommendations by December 2018. 
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Identifying Key Local and Regional Events 

The county and region is blessed with a series of largescale events that would provide a perfect 

platform for the University to promote its contribution to the city, county and region and, perhaps 

more importantly, increase the profile of the many opportunities that are available for members of 

the community to be involved in University led activities and programmes. 

Durham Regatta, the Miners Gala and the Christmas Fayre on Palace Green are three such 

events that, quite obviously, take place on University land but there are many others further afield. 

At the present time this is an obvious opportunity that is consistently being missed but could be 

very swiftly rectified. 

Recommendation: 

Utilise the Focus Group, identified above, to: 

• consult widely across the institution to identify appropriate events across the county and the 

region;  

• form a team of staff and students to attend identified events (led by the Colleges and WSE 

Division) who shall also receive appropriate training; 

• identify any likely costs associated with having a presence at identified events. 

 

Unlocking a Further Layer of Volunteering 

Developing a University-wide Volunteering Network 

As stated above there is a sense that, as an institution, we are still not maximising our potential 

and that is, most notably, as a consequence of a lack of co-ordinated work across the institution. 

At times this is due to stakeholder resistance but, equally, the role that the Colleges and WSE 

Division (through Experience Durham) can play in co-ordinating, guiding and supporting 

volunteering activity across the institution is not always well understood. Whilst few UK universities 

could boast comparable figures it is very clear, for example, that both our Colleges and Student 

Union Societies can be increasingly proactive. Furthermore, there are many activities that take 

place in academic departments that are not currently captured or supported at all. Ultimately, there 

is a need to develop a clearly understood and coherent volunteering network to facilitate growth, 

share good practice and enhance current and new initiatives. A University-wide network engaging 

all active and engaged stakeholders could be transformational, provide a further level of quality 

assurance and could be reactive to relevant priorities identified through the Community Taskforce 

and Residents’ Forums. 

Recommendation 

Endorse the establishment of a Community Volunteering Network, led by the Colleges and 

Student Experience Division, with the following objectives: 
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Co-ordination & Structure: encouraging activity at a local level (Colleges, Departments, 
Students’ Union etc), facilitating the sharing of good practice and knowledge, minimising 
duplication and supporting the growth of new activities in a targeted and coherent fashion. 
 
Expert Support & Guidance: providing professional support to ensure programme integrity 
across the institution and protecting students and staff by ensuring that appropriate policies are in 
place and upheld. 
 
Signature Programmes: developing and steering the ‘signature’ University programmes that 
have maximum impact. 
 
Challenging Students: in collaboration with the Careers and Enterprise Service, providing expert 
mentoring, guidance and networking opportunities for students aspiring to have a career in the 
third sector. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 


