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Since 2022, Nottingham's universities and civic institutions have collaborated to
reimagine PhD research throughthe Co(l)laboratory Research Hub. From working with
community groupstoco-createresearchprojectstoreviewingthe PhD recruitment
processinorder toaddressdisparities faced by Black, Asian, and minority ethnicity PhD
candidates, the Hubisreinventinghow community engagementis done in Nottingham
and championing the community equivalent of a traditional PhD research supervisor.

Meeting local needs with radical new approaches

The Co(l)laboratory Research Hub (Co-Lab) was created to tackle prevailing assumptions
abouthow researchis developed, who getstodoPhDresearchandtherole of local
communitiesintheresearchprocess. This place-basedresearch programme funded by the
Research England Development (RED).Fund andled by Nottingham Trent University in
collaboration with the University of Nottingham aims to challenge the “business as usual”
approachinthe Higher Education (HE) sector by empoweringlocal people frommore diverse
backgroundstosucceedinresearchinordertodrive evidence-based changein and behalf of
the community.

Co-Labwas establishedto address a specific set of challenges as follows:

« Community perspectivesinresearch: Academic researchoftenoverlooksthelived
experience and knowledge of local communities, even whenintending to benefit them.
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» Researcher diversity: The backgrounds of researchers seldomreflect the diversity of the
populationsthey serve.

« Narrow definitions of excellenceinresearchleadingto exclusion: Current metrics for PhD
candidate selection oftenexclude diverse applicants from enteringresearchroles

« Locally specific challenges: While Nottingham as a city and county experiences challenges
that are applicable to many other towns, cities and regions inthe country, these challenges
have contextually specific nuances that are uniquely defined by people and places.

Addressingthese challenges and ensuring that community knowledge and needs remain
centralis not asimple task.Many of the barriers that make good engagement with research
difficult or even actively unappealingto those beyondthe university walls are structural and
intersectional. Breakingdownthese systemic barriers requires more than one simple, singular
actionorinitiative. With thisunderstanding, Co-Lab partnered with the National Coordinating
Centrefor PublicEngagement to critically examine each step of the PhD research process and
identify where “business as usual” attitudes and processes needto be challenged or even
changedentirely.

Communities setting research agendas

Allgoodresearchprojects start withastrongbasis and justificationupon which to build new
ideas. In Co-Lab, local communities take the lead in definingresearch priorities. Throughthe
“Notts’ VoiceinResearch” initiative, in-person workshops heldin neutral, community-based

venuesbringtogetherlocalcitizens, civic leaders, and community representatives, who
receiveremunerationfor their contributions. This collaborative approach allows community
memberstodefine priorities based ontheir personal and professional experiences, ensuring
that proposedresearchprojectsresonate with Nottingham’s unique needs.

k& “|think the value of havingresearchers who are part of the local community is
brilliant. That sort of community link brings a motivation and authenticity toresearch
that’s hardto achieve otherwise.” PremaNirgude, Community Supervisor, NHS

Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Integrated Care Board. %%

Supporting collaborations and co-creatingnew research

With community priorities established, Co-Lab initiates a project co-creation phase. Unlike
standardresearchproject fundingcalls, we don’t simply ask for a straightforward submission
of proposals -instead, over afive month ‘incubation period’, academic and community
stakeholders work togetherinaseries of dedicated co-creation workshops, meeting
participants fromvarious sectorsto shareideas and discuss challenges.

These workshops serve three main purposes:
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» Toprovide anessential opportunity for people fromtypically separate worlds to meet and
connect for the common purpose of working to support positive change for local
communities

o Toallow Co-Lab, workinginour capacity asintermediaries, tolay the groundwork for
strongand equitable partnerships by “calling out’ and confronting common misconceptions
and challenges

o Tointroducethe community researchpriorities and enable the growth of ideas and seeding
of potential partnerships and projects.

Accountability to the community

Asaprogramme and collection of people, Co-Lab stillrepresents Nottingham’s universities,
andby extension, the HE sector more broadly. This means that we need to account actively for
the fact that universitieshave, inthe past, taken advantage of communities’ trust whether
intentionally or unintentionally. Less developed approaches to community-engagedresearch
have historically led to communities viewing research as something that is done to them,
without their meaningfulinvolvement, and that it is not ultimately for them.It’s necessary to
addressthe fundamentaland valid concerns which come with this historicallegacy —to do this
Co-Labis developingmultiple ways in whichthe programme canremain accountabletoits
growinglist of community partners.

Project selection panels

After the project co-creation phase, apanelreviews proposals tochoose tenPhD projects for
Co-Labfunding—researchprojects canbe basedin any subject discipline and take any
necessary approach, but they must seek to address one or more challenges defined by
Nottinghamshire communities. Each project must be assessed for academic rigour, community
priority, and potential forimpact.Inadeparture fromtypical ‘closed’ academic review
processes, Co-Lab’s modelincludes participants from our Notts’ VoiceinResearch
workshops. These community representatives are paid andtrainedto assessthe project’s
community relevance, potentialimpact and alignment with local priorities. This ensures that
selectedprojects genuinely address community-defined needs whilst meeting academic
standards.

Todate, Co-Labhasrecruited 20 community engaged PhD projects. The programmeis
collaborating with 35 civic partners—fromNHS organisations to smalltheatres, housing
associationstomentalhealth charities, and fromlocalgovernment to the local wildlife trust -
tocreateagrowingfootprint of collaboration acrossthe city and county.

Inclusive recruitment practices — reflectingdiversity in the local community

Onceprojects are defined, recruitment of PhD students gets underway.
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Co-Lab’s values of inclusion and social justice are reflectedin our approach to PhD candidate
recruitment. Traditional recruitment approacheshavetried varyinginitiativesin attemptsto
recruit candidates fromamore diverse range of backgrounds, but without changing the
narrow entry criteria. By leaving this barrier unchallenged, inclusive measures risk not
working, or worse, leadingto what canbe seen as performative, “tick-box” style outcomes. To
tackle this problemhead-on, Co-Lab partnered withthe Equity inDoctoral Education through
Partnership andInnovation (EDEPI) programme, which seeks to address disparities faced by
Black, Asian, and minority ethnicity PhD candidates, to design and implement a competency-
based assessment framework for recruiting PhD candidates.

The framework emphasises a candidate's future potentialover amore conventional focus on
past academic qualifications, creating a pathway for those with diverse backgrounds to
accessresearchopportunities.InordertorecruittoaPhD position, Co-Labinstead uses
competencies fromthe framework which areincludedinthe project advert, muchlike atypical
jobadvert. This allows prospective applicantsto easily seeif they have the necessary skills
andexperience.Relevant experienceis valued as an alternative or addition to traditional
qualifications. This method enables Co-Labtorecruit candidates whose variedlife
experiences and skills align withlocalresearch priorities, fostering greater inclusivity and
relevance withinresearch.

The Co-Labapproach, whichis already showing success, essentially allows individuals to
showcasetheirowncontextually relevant strengths, rather thanforcingthemtoconformtoa
muchmore restrictive and exclusionary set of measures that potentially reinforces
disadvantage.

By adoptingabroader and more comprehensive definition of what a “strong PhD researcher”
looks like, it becomes genuinely possible to offer PhD research opportunities to people from
different backgrounds with alternative forms of knowledge and experience.

k6 “Co-Labmadetheimpossiblefeelpossible.’mnow part of areally driven and
diversebunch of people -the Co-Labinitiative hasintroduced some amazing

researchersintothe world of academia!” Julia Cons, PhD Student, Co(l)laboratory 9%

Community Supervisors

Toensure each project maintains a consistent connectionto the community and that the
community voice has anongoingpresenceintheresearch, community partnerstakeonthe
role of community supervisors. Whilst academic supervisors take on all standard PhD
supervisionresponsibilities, community supervisors provide guidance to the candidate based
ontheirreal-world, professional expertise and experience of workingdirectly with relevant
communities. Community supervisorsreceive paymentinrecognition of the valuable role that
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they play in supervisory teams andto support their participationinprofessional development
activities, like teaminductions and an annual development event.

For more detailedinsightinto what the relationship between a community supervisor and PhD
candidate looks like inpractice, current Co-Lab PhD candidate Julia Cons and her Community
Supervisor PremaNirgude have writtenacomplementary article to the essay to share their
personal experiences.

Supporting and strengthening the role of Community Supervisors

Basedonour experiences of the first two years of Co-Lab, we’veidentified some key
challenges relatingto community supervisor roles, including:

» Navigatingpower dynamicsintheresearchteam: Both academic and community
supervisors benefit from support and discussions that directly address the potential
impacts of perceived and actual power imbalances withinthe supervisionteam - for
example ensuring community supervisor knowledgeis valued on an equal footingto
academic supervisor knowledge and challenging the unwritten notionthat ideas from
those with a “Dr” or “Prof” before their name should not be questioned.

« Unfamiliarity withthe PhD process: Academic researchis arelatively slow process
including steps such asliteraturereview and ethical approval — these may be unfamiliar
conceptstocommunity supervisors and building abetter understandingis essentialin
order to allow integration of theresearch processinto day-to-day personal and
professional obligations.

» Maximisingcommunity partner benefit: Thereis potential for community partners from
smaller organisations, to benefit from participationinresearch conferences and
contribute toresearch publications, however we’re mindful of overburdening community
partners who alsohave full-time jobstodo — we’re seekingnew waystoinvolve
community supervisorsinthese disseminationeffortsin sustainable ways.

These observations and questions guide the ongoing development of our approach and are fed
backintothe cycle of delivery inorder to work towards enabling fully equitable participation
by our community partners.

Meaningful impact and dissemination - closing the loop

Asour PhD candidates beginto generateresults, outcomes, and new research questions, it
becomesincreasingly important for Co-Labtoclose the engagementloop withlocal
communities by enablingthemto explore results, and crucially, to feed their insights back into
theresearchprocess.

Community supervisors play akey roleindisseminatingresearchfindings and ensuring they
reachtheintendedaudience. Their professional networks and community insights allow for
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tailored communicationstrategies, increasingthe visibility andrelevance of research
outcomes, but we wanttogofurther... Over the next six years asmore Co-LabPhD
candidates progress through and complete their research, we willrefine and develop our
dissemination activity tomake it easier for local, nonacademic audiences to meaningfully
engage with and respondto our Co(l)laboratory candidates’ research.Inadditionto academic
outputs, Co-Lab willhost public events incommunity venues, prioritising interactive,
dialogue-focused formats over traditional, more passive, one-way academic formatsinorder
tomake complex researchfindings accessible andinvite community feedback to shape
further research.

Empowering communities to advance evidence-based change

The next priority for Co-Labistoexplore how our universities canencourage research
autonomy within our communities. We’lldo this by offering free, accessible, entry-level
research skills courses for professionalsin civic and community roles in Nottinghamshire. This
initiative willenable local community members to develop the skillsneededtolead evidence-
basedprojects.By buildingresearch capabilities across Nottinghamshire, Co-Lab hopesto
inspire anew wave of community-ledprojects, empoweringindividuals tobecomedrivers of
evidence-based change themselves.

Conclusion

By prioritisinginclusivity, accountability, andlocalknowledge, Co-Labis creating aframework
that empowers communitiesto engageinresearchthat addresses their specific needs.
Through Co-Lab, Nottingham’s communities are gaining the tools they need to become active
participantsinshapingtheir future.By the end of the programme we willhave developed,
trialled, and evaluated anew modelforinclusive, community-engaged PhD-levelresearch.
Through our commitment to dismantling structuralbarriers and fostering a supportive
environment for diverse voices, it’s our ambitionto be able to demonstrate touniversities and
civicand community organisations how local people cantacklelocal problems through PhD
researchintheirlocaluniversities.

The Co-Labinitiative continuestoevolve, reflectinga growingunderstanding of how
universities and communities can work together to drive meaningful change.
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