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1. Executive summary
This report outlines work conducted in the UK within Work Package 4 (WP4) of the CHIEF
project, which aimed to identify how cultural literacy is articulated and practiced in non-formal
educational, civil society settings. The work examines how ‘culture’ and ‘intercultural’
dialogue were understood and negotiated in different non-formal educational contexts. No predetermined idea of what constitutes ‘culture’ (and thus ‘intercultural’) was imposed upon
participants by the researchers, with participants instead able to share, through the interview
process, their own interpretations of these concepts’ meanings. The report describes the WP’s
methodological approach of ethnographic participant observation and interviews with young
people and adult practitioners in two case studies: a charity that encourages interaction between
young people of diverse faith backgrounds in a major city in the West Midlands (case 1), and
a West Midlands branch of a nationwide organisation for young people living in rural areas
(case 2). The selection of these sites was intended to capture variety in terms of urbanity and
rurality, levels of ethnic and religious diversity, socio-economic profiles, and degrees of
support for nativist politics – with local levels of support for Britain leaving the EU (henceforth
‘Brexit’) functioning as a proxy measure of the latter.
The report summarises key findings around young people’s reasons for involvement in each
setting; diversity or homogeneity within the cases and articulations of belonging and
community; young people’s sense of ownership of the settings and their activities;
opportunities (or lack of opportunities) for inter-cultural encounter and dialogue (as defined by
participants) and, where opportunities occurred, the aims, outcomes and limitations of this. The
report then draws out key themes of similarity and difference across the two cases. These
include the meanings ascribed by participants to culture and heritage, within which there were
common expression of the importance of tradition; albeit articulated in differing ways. The
report also considers young people’s views on European culture, which they struggled to
define, and which generally meant little to their personal sense of identity across both cases.
Given the UK’s political context at the time of research, Brexit was also discussed. Here clear
differences emerged, with the rural young people in case 2 generally supportive of leaving the
EU while the urban young people in case 1 supported remaining – tracking broader national
trends of variance in support for Brexit between rural and urban areas. Finally, the report
explores the opportunities that young people felt they had to engage in meaningful encounters
across difference – both within the settings and more broadly in their respective communities
and locales. These findings challenge assumptions around the frequency and nature of
encounters across ethnic and religious difference in the superdiverse city versus the
countryside, as even in the urban diversity context of case 1, young people told the research
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team that they interacted predominantly with other young people from similar ethnic and
religious backgrounds to themselves when outside case 1’s organised activities.

2. Introduction
This report outlines the work conducted in the UK as part of the CHIEF project’s Work
Package 4 (WP4): Qualitative research in non-formal educational settings. Building on
CHIEF’s understanding of cultural literacy as a social practice that takes place in diverse
educational environments (formal, non-formal and informal), WP4 aims to identify how
cultural literacy is articulated and practiced in non-formal educational, civil society settings.
The work examined how ‘culture’ and ‘intercultural’ dialogue were understood and negotiated
in these contexts. No pre-determined idea of what constituted ‘culture’ (and thus
‘intercultural’) was imposed upon participants by the researchers, with participants instead able
to share, through the interview process, their own understandings of what constituted culture,
and cultural identity and heritage.

3. Methods
3.1. Selection of non-formal education settings
Case 1
Case 1 is a Christian charity that works to encourage friendship between young people of
different faiths. The charity works in several UK cities and is also developing its work
internationally within and outside the EU. The CHIEF research focused on the group’s work
in a highly diverse major city in the English West Midlands. The group runs events and
activities during school holidays where young people can meet and discuss their respective
faiths using dialogue guidelines developed by the charity, and is attended mainly by young
people who self-define as Christian or Muslim. There is an additional urban heritage dimension
to some of this work as the group have been granted custodianship of a small section of a canal
near their headquarters (an important part of the city’s industrial heritage), which young people
care for as part of their activities. The group is based in an urban area containing multiple
Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAs) among the 10% most deprived in England as per the
Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMDs) (DCLG 2015), and is ethnically and religiously
diverse; with particularly significant South Asian and Somali-heritage Muslim populations
(ONS 2012). While the city as a whole was almost evenly split between ‘remain’ and ‘leave’
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in the 2016 EU membership referendum (Electoral Commission 2017), results varied widely
between the city’s areas, and the parliamentary constituency where Case 1 is located voted
66.4% for ‘remain’ (House of Commons Library 2017). The constituency has been held by the
left-wing Labour party since 1997 and is considered among the safest Labour seats in the
country (House of Commons Library 2019).
Case 2
Case 2 is a West Midlands branch of a nationwide educational and social organisation for
young people who live and/or work in rural areas and/or the agricultural sector. The group
meets regularly to socialise and conduct activities intended to support the transmission of rural
and agricultural skills and heritage to the younger generation. The area has a small market town
at its ‘hub’ (population < 10,000), but an otherwise dispersed, rural population who live in
quite isolated locations with limited transport infrastructure. While only around an hour’s drive
from the major city where Case 1 is based, the local context of Case 2 differs substantially in
its demographic profile. The area’s population is overwhelmingly white British with very
limited ethnic or religious diversity (ONS 2012). While the area contains pockets of
deprivation, it is, overall, above averagely affluent, with the majority of the surrounding
LSOAs falling within the 50% or 40% least disadvantaged (according to the IMDs) in England
(DCLG 2015). In contrast with Case 1, Case 2 is in an area that voted strongly to leave the EU
in the 2016 referendum. The local authority district voted 66.8% in favour of leave (Electoral
Commission 2017), and this is higher still in the parliamentary constituency-level result; with
67.8% of local voters in favour of ‘leave’ (House of Commons Library 2017). Since 2010, the
parliamentary seat has been held with a growing majority at each general election by the rightwing and increasingly pro-Brexit Conservative party (House of Commons Library 2019).

3.2. Data Collection
The data collection combined ethnography in each case with semi-structured interviews with
youth participants and ‘adult’ (aged 25 +) staff or volunteers. In both cases, interview sampling
took place on a voluntary, self-selection basis, with the project explained to young people
during the research team’s initial visits, information sheets and consent form distributed to
young people, and those who were interested in taking part invited to do so once
parental/guardian consent was secured (in the case of under 16s). Most interviews and
observations were conducted by two members of CHIEF’s UK team. One researcher conducted
the majority of interviews and observation in Case 1 and the other researcher spent more time
in Case 2, although both team members also engaged with the other case. All interviews in
Case 1 were conducted by these two team members, while in Case 2, two additional members
of the CHIEF UK team also conducted interviews.
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Case 1
Observational work commenced in Case 1 in October 2018, during the group’s half-term
school holiday activities. This was followed by observations during the 2019 February halfterm, Easter, May half-term and summer school holidays. During observations, data was
collected via descriptive and interpretive field notes and through photographic data. In the
course of these observations, diverse young people participated in the group. This included
young people who identified as Muslim British South Asians (born in the UK with one or both
parent/s born in South Asia) and East African (born in East Africa but now living in the UK),
as well as young people who identified as Black or Caribbean British (born in the UK with one
or both grandparents born in the Caribbean). This changed during the summer period, when
most of the young people who participated in the group identified themselves as Muslim and
British South Asian. Some of the other young people we had met earlier in the year were absent
because they were away on a summer residential camp run by another Christian organisation.
Given that most of the interviews were conducted during the summer period, this is reflected
in the demographic breakdown of interview participants, which is not fully reflective of the
wider group of young people who engage with the organisation’s activities, with Muslim young
people overrepresented.
We interviewed eight young people and three adult employees of the organisation during
August 2019. All interviews took place at the organisation’s headquarters during breaks in
activities, or during a follow-up visit to the organisation’s offices. Of the young people
interviewed, four were aged 14-16, lived locally and attended local secondary schools, and
came to the organisation to participate in its free programme of activities during school
holidays. This younger cohort of young people comprised one girl and three boys. One young
person identified themselves as British Bengali and the other three as British Pakistani. All
were born in the UK and all identified as Muslims. The remaining four young people
interviewed were students at one of the city’s universities who were volunteering during their
summer holiday, and were aged 19-23. All of them currently lived in the city within their family
home (rather than having moved away to attend university). All lived in diverse
neighbourhoods, with the exception on one who had grown up in a majority white British
neighbourhood. This older cohort of young people were all women. Two identified as British
Bengalis and one British Pakistani (all born in the UK), while one was from an East African
country and had lived in the UK for five years. As with the younger group, all identified as
Muslims. As volunteers, they had responsibility for planning some activities. However, they
also joined in with the younger cohort in activities led by the organisation’s older staff and
volunteers, and as such occupied a dual position between participant and facilitator. All these
participants knew at least one language in addition to English; in most cases, they reported
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speaking a community language at home with their families, and some had learnt Arabic for
Quran study. The three ‘adult’ (aged 25+) organisation staff interviewed were women. Two
identified as Black British and one as white British, and all identified as Christians. One held
a managerial role within the organisation (but still worked directly with the young people), one
was a youth worker employed by the organisation, while the third was a youth worker
employed by another Christian organisation with whom Case 1 regularly collaborated.
Case 2
Observational work in Case 2 commenced in February 2019 and involved attendance of the
group’s meetings and socials over a 4-month period, as well as attending two regional
competition days where participants competed against other branches in a range of disciplines.
Interviews were conducted throughout the period alongside observation, and both concluded
in June when activities reduced for the busy summer and harvest period (given that many of
the members worked in the agriculture sector). A total of eight interviews were collected. The
competition days also gave the researchers the opportunity to have shorter informal
conversations with a range of other young participants, members’ parents and competition
judges (largely drawn from the local farming community) who were in attendance. The
structure of this organisation means that there is a not a clear-cut differentiation between young
people and ‘adults’, as there are no paid staff at branch level and older young people are
encouraged to take on an organisational and leadership within their branch. As such, all but
one of the interviewees fell within the CHIEF project’s definition of ‘young people’; being
aged between 18 and 23. The exception was the father of one of the young participants who is
a former member of the branch and is now involved in a supportive voluntary capacity as
Branch President.
Of the young people interviewed, four were women and three were men. Reflecting this
organisation’s lack of ethno-religious diversity, all identified as white British. Most did not
identify as religious, but those who did identified as Christian, and most non-religious
participants expressed some identification with the Church of England tradition through
attendance of Christmas and Harvest Festival services. Most interviews were conducted in the
church hall where the group meets – either before or after the weekly meetings – while a few
were conducted at group member’s homes.
Interview schedule
A consistent interview schedule, adapted from the common template employed across national
case studies in WP4, was used across both cases. The interview schedule was broadly divided
into four topic areas:
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1.
2.
3.
4.

Reflections on the organisation, reasons for involvement and view of activities.
Meanings of culture and cultural identity.
Friendship and relationships.
Views on relevant topical issues.1

3.3. Data Analysis
After interviews had been transcribed and anonymised, they were coded using NVivo software.
An inductive approach to coding was followed, with codes and sub-codes generated allowing
‘the data to suggest codes’ (Elliot 2018: 2855). The two researchers who conducted the
majority of the observations and interviews were responsible for coding, and as Elliot (2018:
2855) highlights, in projects with multiple coders, ‘a priori frameworks are common, and
emergent codes are codified quickly into a framework that different people can use’. This was
achieved through the two coders initially sitting together to code one interview and one set of
observation notes from each case, with the resultant inductive codes used to establish a
codebook to be used across both cases, which the researchers were able to use to code
independently. Each researcher worked with a mixture of interview transcripts from each case,
including both interviews they had conducted, and interviews conducted by others. Researchers
coded their own observation notes from each case. This approach enabled a balance to be struck
between critical distance, and the importance of contextual familiarity with ‘the field’ and the
context of the observation (Hayes and Jones 2012: 2).

3.4 Ethical Issues
The research followed professional research ethics standards in the national case study of the
UK; following the ethical guidelines of the British Sociological Association (2017) and
undergoing review by Aston University’s research ethics committee. Participant recruitment
of both young people and practitioners followed the principle of informed consent, and in the
case of participants aged 16 or under, UK research ethics also requires that parental or guardian
consent is secured.

1

In the UK, we asked participants about their knowledge of and attitudes towards Brexit, immigration, and
reductions in youth services under the UK state’s austerity programme which has resulted in significant
disinvestment from and retrenchment of public services as a consequence of deep public spending cuts.
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4. Findings
In the UK context, non-formal education takes a range of forms and has moved in variant
directions from its 19th century origins as a response to ‘to the social fragmentation brought
about by … industrialisation and urbanisation’ (Tett, 2010: 10): for example, socialist
organisations providing emancipatory education to the working poor, and philanthropic
provision by Christian organisations focused on the ‘moral improvement’ of the new urban
working class (1-2). Work with young people was central to these early endeavours, and youthfocused organisations developed in major cities, with the Young Men’s Christian Association
(YMCA), for example, founded in London in 1844 (3). In the contemporary UK context,
informal education opportunities for young people are provided by the public and voluntary
sector. Churches and other religious organisations are another major provider of out of school
youth clubs and activities in the UK (Thompson 2019: 166).
While, since the 1990s, citizenship education has increasingly become part of the formal
educational curriculum within schools (Starkey 2018), ‘enabling and empowering young
people to become active citizens has been recognised as a legitimate aim of youth services in
both the public and voluntary sectors’ (Fyfe 2010: 69). These services are also viewed as a
vehicle for interventions for young people ‘at risk’ (of involvement in crime or harmful
behaviours for example), with this ‘preoccupation … dictat[ing] a targeted policy response’
(74) which sees ‘youth work practitioners … engaged in projects concerned with managing
and modifying the perceived risky and deviant behaviour of today’s youth, rather than
supporting them as active citizens in decision-making’ (78). In the multi-ethnic and multireligious context of contemporary urban Britain, this has included a focus on the ‘risks’
associated by policy makers with ‘segregated communities’ (Cantle 2001; Casey 2016;
Thomas 2007) and radicalisation, with, in the latter case, practitioners in both the voluntary
and statutory youth sectors encouraged (and in some cases, obligated) to identify young people
perceived as ‘at risk of radicalisation’ through the UK government’s controversial counterterrorism strategy – ‘Prevent’ (Thomas 2016). In spite of these high expectations of
contributions towards policy goals, the youth sector has been a victim of the austerity
programme of state-spending reduction. Spending on youth services across UK Local
Authorities averaged a 69% decline between 2010 (the beginning of the then-governing
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition’s austerity programme) and 2019 (YMCA 2019). A
further consequence of austerity is increased competition for charitable grant funding among
voluntary youth sector providers, as groups whose Local Authority grant funding has been
reduced (as a result of public spending cuts) turn to charitable and philanthropic funding to
plug the financial gap (NCVO 2016). For case 1, which was grant-funded, the availability of
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funding was an obvious preoccupation for staff, and the third sector funding streams through
which grants were obtained influenced the activities provided, in order to meet funders’
objectives and priorities.

4.1. Case 1
4.1.1. Site Description
Case 1 has its origins in the early 2000s, when the founders organised opportunities for young
people from the city’s diverse faith communities to meet socially. As this work expanded, the
group produced resources to underpin this approach – including guidelines to encourage young
people to have respectful conversations about faith which mitigated stereotyping or negative
perceptions of other religions. The organisation gained charitable status in the late 2000s and
began to fundraise and to employ youth workers to complement the work of volunteers. In the
2010s, the organisation’s work expanded into more of the city’s neighbourhoods (including
partnership work with schools) and into other UK major cities, while in the mid-2010s
international work began. Given WP4’s focus on non-formal education, it was the group’s
school holiday activities that the CHIEF research team participated in and accessed interview
participants. Activities during these sessions ranged from arts and crafts (Figure 1), street
dance, team-building games, walks along the canal and canal maintenance, and excursions to
sites of interest.

Figure 1: Creative activities at Case 1 - paper sculpting and decorating ceramic tiles. Photos by Demelza Jones, 21st
February 2019 and 7th August 2019.
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Structured discussions of faith were also a central part of the group’s activities and took place
at all of the sessions attended, with young people sitting around a table and responding in turn
to questions about their faith. Answers to these questions were intended to provoke discussion
and dialogue between young people in accordance with the organisation’s 10 rules that ‘help
us create the safe spaces for honest and respectful conversations to happen’ (from
organisation’s materials). These ‘10 rules’ included ‘listening to what others have to say’, ‘do
not force people to agree with your views’, ‘do not judge people’, and ‘respect even those you
disagree with’.
4.1.2. Emerging Themes/Results of Analysis
Reasons for engagement
Motivations for involvement varied between the two cohorts of young people interviewed. For
the younger cohort (aged 14-16), reasons for involvement commonly centred on personal
connections with the group through family members and school friends. As Naaz2 (male, young
person3) explained, “my brother … [has] been in [case 1] for over five or six years. So he’s
the one that made me get started in these activities”. The adults interviewed also identified the
family as an important motivator for involvement, along with other influential figures in young
people’s lives:
They come sometimes reluctantly, because their parents have heard about us and
they’ve sent them, because their church or their mosque or their association where
we’ve made contacts with them. (Kate, female, practitioner4).
The picture was different for the older cohort of young people (aged 19-23): university students
who had accessed the setting as a volunteering placement. For these young people, the setting
was attractive in terms of professional development opportunities. All but one were
undertaking a vocational degree leading to public sector employment, and the benefits to
involvement were framed in these terms: “…just so you can relate to your [service users… I’ll
understand a bit more how they believe (Amal, female, YP)
Aims and benefits of activities
Aside from these network-based or instrumental motivations, several of the young people
simply expressed interest in ‘learning about different faiths, about people from different
backgrounds’ (Alia, female, YP), with most reflecting that they felt they otherwise lacked

2

Participant names are pseudonyms. Other potentially identifying information has also been changed.
Young person henceforth abbreviated to YP
4
Practitioner henceforth abbreviated to P
3
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opportunities for meaningful encounter with young people of different backgrounds outside of
the setting. The young people characterised ‘culture’ and ‘difference’ in terms of ethnicity,
family heritage (including migration histories) and religion, and most reflected that they
attended (or had attended) a school where, due to neighbourhood demographics or being a faith
school, the majority of pupils were of a similar ethnic and/or religious background to
themselves, which was reflected in their friendship network. For those young people who had
gone on to university, an expectation that this would be an opportunity to develop a more
diverse social network had not been met, with Amal (female, YP), for example, describing how
“when we’re sitting in lectures and things, we’re all sitting in groups of our own religions or
faiths or whatever, or culture”.
In interviews with both young people and practitioners, the organisation’s goal of encouraging
respectful dialogue between young people of different faiths was situated as a remedy to
societal challenges such as hate crime and terrorism, reflecting policy narratives of youth
settings’ role in supporting community cohesion. As Amy (female, P) explained: “With the
way society is right now … we’re not together as such. I think the work of [case 1], not only
does it break down barriers, but it gives us a greater understanding”. Another staff member,
Kate (female, P), talked about how the group’s encouragement of honest discussion of faith,
allowed young people to develop the “resilience and confidence” to be “their authentic self”,
increasing their ability to resist harmful influences in the disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods
where most of the young people lived: “young people are drawn into a gang or some form of
radicalisation, because they’re not confident enough to say, “actually, I don’t feel comfortable
with this, and I believe this and this is really how I want to live”. Kate also reflected on the
potential of the group’s work to address societal tensions resulting from acts of terrorism, and
associated collective blaming of minorities. She recounted an incident following the
Manchester Arena bombing in 2017, when an Islamist extremist (BBC 2017) detonated a
suicide bomb at a pop concert, killing 22 other people and injuring 139:
One of our Muslim young people said to a white young person who didn’t have a
faith, came from a very far right area of Birmingham basically, lots of
radicalisation there, really huge EDL5 presence ... The Muslim lad said to the white
lad, “When you see stuff like this on the news, do you hate all Muslims?
I thought that was a fantastic place that we’d created for a young person to ask
that question. To ask it without fear, to ask it in a place where he felt safe, of
5

The English Defence League – a Far Right group with Islamophobic views (Cleland, Anderson and AldridgeDeacon 2017)
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somebody who he had become friends with, because of the activities we had done.
This lad didn’t respond in the way many adults might with saying, “Of course I
don’t.” He actually said, “Do you know what, I think I probably do.” They had
this incredible conversation where the Muslim lad was saying, “That man [the
terrorist] doesn’t represent me, that’s not what I believe. My understanding of my
faith is that you don’t behave like that.
It changed attitudes, but that space had been created and because they knew how
to ask questions of each other … That’s what this is all about and I want all our
young people to have the confidence to ask and answer those questions honestly.
Challenging negative stereotypes of religious communities is clearly a key goal of the group’s
work, and Islamophobia was mentioned by several of the young people as a form of racism
that they experienced in their everyday lives. For the young women interviewees, Islamophobia
was gendered and related to the visibility of their Muslim identity through wearing the hijab –
reflecting a common tendency within both the UK and other European contexts (Jackson 2018;
Mason-Bish and Zempi 2018) – with Tanhi (female, YP) for example, describing “even like
when we go to theme parks and stuff in school, people just give us looks”. Young people were
also keenly aware of political discourse in the UK and internationally which they believed
normalised prejudice towards Muslims. UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s comments that
veiled Muslim women resemble ‘bank robbers’ and ‘letterboxes’ (Johnson 2018) was cited,
and US President Donald Trump was described as “very racist”. Amal (female, YP),
meanwhile, posited that opportunities for inter-faith dialogue, could serve as an antidote to the
populist Right’s political ascendency in Europe and the USA: “I just feel like everyone should
learn about each other, each other’s faith and culture and religion, I think it’s important, so
you can stop all this Trump stuff and there’s no more Trumps”.
Opportunities for and limitations of ‘intercultural’ dialogue
While all of the interviewees (staff and young people) agreed that there was inherent value to
the group’s goals of promoting dialogue and friendship across differences of faith, there was
variance of opinion in how successful the group was in achieving this aim, and which activities
best facilitated this. Based on the research team’s observations, the activities of the group can
be divided into a three-way typology: 1) direct interventions – activities that have the direct
and avowed intention of inter-faith dialogue, such as roundtable discussions; 2) indirect –
planned activity such as crafts and games, which are not overtly about inter-faith dialogue, but
may achieve that goal nonetheless; 3) organic – activity that is undirected and emerges
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naturally from the young people themselves, such as informal chatting and playing between
activities.
For the research team, indirect and organic activities were observed as more effective in
encouraging dialogue between the young people. To give a few examples: an art activity where
participants decorated a ceramic tile with a quote that inspired them prompted enthusiastic
admiration of one another’s designs and discussions of the quotes’ meanings; on a walk along
the canal young people chatted about sights along the route; and a morning of team-building
games proved effective in breaking down the gender and age divide between the young people
which had been present in some sessions - with diverse teams encouraging one another towards
their common goal. As such, the setting could function as a site of banal ‘transgression’. As
Amin (2002: 970) explains, such site’s effectiveness ‘lies in placing people from different
backgrounds in new settings where engagement with strangers in a common activity disrupts
easy labelling of the stranger as enemy and initiates new attachment’. The use of activities
which required the young people to practice new skills – be this learning a street dance routine,
or the physical and mental challenges of team-building games – also supported this as, as Amin
(2002: 970) writes, in spaces of transgression ‘people from varied backgrounds engaged in a
common venture, unsure of themselves and their own capabilities, [are] potentially more
receptive to new influences and new friendships’. There were also numerous instances of
organic communication across difference between the young people, which, while enabled by
their presence in the setting, were not an outcome of planned activity. In one session, young
people created mood boards on the theme of religious vision: “[they] worked in almost
complete silence… one of the facilitators commented that it was probably the quietest activity
[she] had ever run” (observation 4). However, the atmosphere changed when the music being
played from the facilitator’s laptop changed to the soundtrack to the film, The Greatest
Showman:
When the music came on it was really interesting – the young people started to talk
about seeing the film or knowing the music, and some of them danced. It was the
first time they really opened up to each other beyond the distinct groups that they
had put themselves in. This was really the biggest moment of dialogue and it
happened so spontaneously, outside of anything that they had planned to happen
(observation 4)
Adult facilitators acknowledged that there were limits to the efficacy of direct interventions.
As Kate (female, P) explained:

336

There are times, we’ve been talking about it this week, where we feel that their
answers are a little mechanical and they’re just saying what they think they should
say. We’ve rethought how we’re going to do it … that’s why we’re encouraging
more of them coming in, just chilling out here afterwards and having the different
types of conversations.
While both adults and young people were welcoming to all who attended (including the
research team), the activities observed raised questions about the possibilities and limits of
planning inclusion and transformation towards cohesion. While activities focused on inter-faith
dialogue, some interesting moments of dialogue were better defined as intra-faith. In one
discussion, Muslim young people talked about their ideas of the differences between Shia and
Sunni Muslims – something a facilitator commented “hasn’t really happened that much”.
Another facilitator felt that there was sometimes a lack of attention to cultural (which she
defined in terms of ethnic and linguistic heritage), as well as religious, diversity in the
discussions: “my culture plays a part of my faith as well … the songs that I sing in my church
are probably different to the songs that other people sing”. While there were varied views
among interviewees about the relationship between religion and culture, she felt that, in
promoting respect and cohesion, breaking down cultural barriers within religious communities
was as essential as challenging barriers between religions, with this sometimes posing even
more of a challenge than inter-faith work:
I think it’s harder for people to agree in their own background than it is to go out
[to inter-faith dialogue] because obviously, if you’re so strong about something
and you have people doing things differently, you’re more focused on what they’re
doing rather than what people from other faiths [are doing]. You’re not really
concerned about them, because you’re trying to get your faith 100%.
Another point of discussion was opportunities for the young people to engage with young
people without faith. All of the young people at the activities the research team attended
identified as being of faith, although we were told young people without faith had attended on
other occasions. While case 1 is not a church-funded organisation (it is instead reliant on
charitable grants), it is overt in describing itself as a Christian charity and saying ‘we talk about
faith’, which, as facilitators acknowledged, can be challenging, and exclusionary for
participants without faith. During the roundtable discussion sessions, a member of the research
team, who is not of faith, found it difficult to answer the questions which were passed around
(Figure 2) as they assumed religious belief. On another occasion, young people and volunteers
automatically assumed that a white British member of the research team was a Christian, while
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after the discussion session mentioned above, young people began referring to the researcher
as a Humanist:
When we are chatting, Idin (male, YP) says he is glad I am there as he is interested
in hearing more about Humanists who his teacher has told them about at school. I
haven’t referred to myself as Humanist during the session. Rather, I just said I did
not have a faith. It seems that Idin needs to label me in positive way – with
[Humanist] beliefs - in order to understand me, rather than being content to see
me as without belief (observation 7).

Figure 2: Question prompts used during roundtable discussion in Case 1. Photo by Demelza Jones, 7 th August 2019.

Despite these limitations, there was a clear expectation among staff that learning in the setting
was carried into other spaces and encounters and applied to other forms of respect across
difference. This expectation was reinforced during group outings, for example during the canal
walk: The group are advised that we might see homeless people with tents. The young people
are told “show them respect, reply to them if they say hello to you” (observation 8).
On another outing, when some of the young people fell short of expectations by giggling at the
appearance of a gender-fluid person, they were taken to one side and reprimanded by a staff
member – with the need for respect and kindness again emphasised in a way that transcended
the group’s central focus on respect across differences of faith.

4.2. Case 2
4.2.1. Site description
Case 2 is part of a large national organisation with a long history within the UK’s rural
communities – the first local branch having opened in 1921. Today, the national organisation
has almost 600 local clubs (or branches) supported by over 20,000 members aged 10 - 26. The
organisation has an ethos of ‘led by young people, for young people’ (from Case 2’s online
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materials), and each local branch elects officers from amongst its youth membership to
leadership roles. Each local branch is affiliated to a county-level committee (where local
branches are represented by elected members), and county staff who help to organise
membership and events. There is also a national staff team who create a framework for
activities. The organisation is a registered charity, and most of the funding for branch activities
is generated through membership subscription fees. The branch level activities attended by
CHIEF researchers were the weekly meetings held in a church hall. These often included an
educational talk about an aspect of agriculture or agribusiness, or on one occasion, a photo
slide show and talk from someone who had, through his membership of the organisation, taken
part in an international exchange programme in the USA. Other events attended were countywide competition days. These events were held on a farm, and attracted large numbers of the
organisation’s young members from across the county, alongside older family member and
members of the county-level committee and staff. These events were structured around
competitions between branches, and included agricultural and professional skills such as sheep
herding and fence building, as well as cookery, and arts and crafts activities such as painting,
scrap-book making and floristry.
4.2.2. Emerging Themes/Results of Analysis
Belonging and community
Most of the young people said that they had joined the group because it offered them the
potential for friendship and a fun social life. As George (male, YP) described, ‘[w]e’re all here
for the same reason, really. Social life. A good laugh’. This mattered for the young people who
told us that case 2 offered the chance to counter the isolation of the rural lifestyle. As Harry
reflected:
It’s because you get a lot of people that live in the country that are stuck in where
they live until they can learn to drive, they have their own car, or when their parents
are free. Because for [case 2] a lot of it is, you’ve got people nearby.
Many young people had also joined case 2 because it is, in and of itself, a traditional part of
the local rural lifestyle. The group that we observed had existed for nearly 80 years, and many
of the young people could trace their family’s history through membership of the group. As
John (male, YP) noted, “90% of our friends have met through [case 2] and have married
through [case 2] and their kids are going onto [case 2]”. Most of the young people’s parents
had met through the setting, to the extent that it was referred to as a ‘dating agency’, and there
was a clear sense among the young people that they viewed the friendships formed through the
group as life-long: “…just like a big family… friends for life” (Emma, female, YP).
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As such, case 2 functioned as a very close-knit group of young people meeting on at least a
weekly basis, and these young people appeared to feel a strong sense of belonging to the group.
This sense of belonging is reinforced particularly with regards to dress. An implicit dress code
functions to define the in-group from outsiders. The men in the group were observed to wear
farming clothes and branded hooded sweaters together with sturdy boots or boat shoes, while
the women predominantly wore jeans with a sweater, gilet, wellington boots or boat shoes.
Only certain (and expensive) brands of clothing counted as acceptable clothing within the
group. This style of dress is very closely associated with the rural context of the group, and so
did not function to separate out group members from the local community per se, although the
expensive brands associated with the look would only be available to more wealthy members
of the community. As such the dresscode defines the group in terms of a strong rural, and
affluent, identity against an urban ‘other’. This was evident in many of the observations, when
group members mentioned the researchers’ clothing as distinct, and reflected on their imagined
urban lifestyle.
Similarities and differences within the setting
The young people did not perceive there to be differences within the group. They viewed
themselves as homogeneous, with little to no diversity among them. When asked about intragroup differences, these were described only with regards to clashes of personality. For
example, Harry (male, YP) noted that “[t]here’s a few people that don’t get on that well, but
they just ignore it. They’ll just talk to someone else”. This was repeated in almost all interviews,
with the exception of Olivia who noted that there were differences in affluence in the group
that went unrecognised:
My background, even though I’ve had horses and I always loved being outdoors,
all that sort of stuff, I have not had the same upbringing or background as some ...
There’s certain individuals that struggle to accept those sorts of people.
Olivia’s experience, then, was affected by her less affluent upbringing, but she felt that this
was not recognised by the group. Similarly, while there were no visible markers of ethnic and
national diversity within the group, when asked the young people did not believe that there
would be any other kinds of diversity. When asked about sexuality, for example, Emma said
that there were no gay people in the group and that ‘all the lads are very manly’. As such, while
the group in some ways is homogeneous, in other areas there may be difference which is
invisibilised by the focus on fitting into the traditional way of life.
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Ownership and creativity
Case 2 engages in a wide range of activities on a weekly basis. They meet one night per week
at a local village hall, and outside of these meetings, the main focus of the group’s activities is
on preparing for two day-long events which are held on a local farm and feature competitions
between members of different branches of the organisation. Case 2 competed in both of these
events during the course of the fieldwork. The competitions were wide-ranging; from skills
associated with rural life such as sheep-shearing and tractor-handling, to what the group
referred to as ‘house crafts’ such as cookery and floristry. Other competitions were artistic in
character, including photography, painting and scrap-booking; while others were oriented
towards career development, including auctioneering. The pinnacle of these events and the
final competition before the harvest season began was the tug-of-war. This involved members
in various age categories competing against each other, and winning the tug-of-war was the
most prized title of all. The events were followed by a party for the young people, held in a
barn on the farm.
The funding for all of these meetings and events is raised through membership fees alongside
fundraising activities led by the young people in the local community, and they are organised
solely by the young people. However, despite the significant ownership that the group has over
their activities, it was clear that the majority of their activities continued traditional rural skills
and traditional crafts associated with home-making. Many of the young people embraced the
importance of continuing these traditional activities. For example, asked why the group still
continues to engage in floristry when many of the young people confessed to not enjoying it,
Olivia (female, YP) commented “it’s a tradition and it’s something that has been taken
seriously for a lot of years”. Abby (female, YP) felt that it would be unthinkable to remove the
traditional activities even if they were not well-liked: “I feel like if you took all of the traditional
ones out, people would just be like, you can’t!”. The control that the local group has over its
activities is constrained by regional and national organising committees which, while
themselves also run by young people, set the agenda of activities and guide the themes which
shape the events. For example, the events of 2019 had a theme of ‘Best of British’ (Figure 3).
The control of the local group is also constrained by the influence of older local community
members. For example, those judging the competitions are older community members, and
they tended to favour the most traditional approaches to the activities. This is reflected in the
following excerpt from observation:
‘Technical’ judging is a theme throughout the contest in the barn. Most of the
comments seem to focus on how closely the competitors have followed or deviated
from the set criteria… and there seems to be little reward for innovation and
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creativity unless this creativity takes place within strictly defined parameters.
(observation 5)
It seemed that while the group is organised and run by its members, it is the older members of
the community who define the culture that they are organising and practising, and this functions
to ensure that practices and traditions are passed on through generations with limited room for
creativity or new cultural forms.

Figure 3: Examples of winning entries in artistic and ‘house-craft’ disciplines under the rally’s 'Best of British' theme.
Photos by Demelza Jones, 11th May 2019
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Tradition and the ‘rural lifestyle’
Central to the meaning of culture as it is understood by these young people, is tradition. As
Harry (male, YP) described, “…the culture ... it’s a straight line, there’s not much divergent
from it, from historical stuff…[w]e do things as the organisation did them 80 years ago”.
Religion was not a strong characteristic of the group, but it did play a similar role as a source
of traditional culture rather than as a belief system. Sophie (female, YP) described this:
To me, I will go to Harvest Festival or Plough Sunday or something like that, but
it’s a community thing to me, not a religious thing. I’ll get married in the church,
but I’m not religious. It’s a community for me. It’s that community bond.
Culture, then, is tradition, but also lifestyle. It is going to traditional religious festivals as a part
of traditional rural life, rather than as part of religious commitment. Central to the lifestyle
aspects of culture that the young people described was alcohol, and in particular meeting
friends in the local pub. As Olivia (female, YP) described, “for us, our culture is [case 2] and
going to the pub and good food and alcohol and I don’t know, that’s just our culture, that’s
just what we do’. Spending time in the pub was seen as a traditional part of rural life, but part
of the experience of belonging to case 2 was also getting drunk, as Abby (female, YP)
described, “…we all go to [parties] they’re crazy. They’re just cheap drinks and everyone gets
really drunk”. Attitudes to alcohol as a normalised part of rural culture were very different to
those about drugs, which were seen as unacceptable and not something that happened in the
countryside. Drugs were discussed in the context of values, which were also understood as part
of the meaning of culture. Values included “respect” (Harry, male, YP), and “honesty”
(George, male, YP) and were seen as “..an element of how people should behave, to fit in with
that culture” (Olivia, female, YP).
There were quite clear gender norms at work in case 2 through which the group embodied
particular values about the roles of men and women. This was observed at meetings, where
men and women tended to sit separately, and were viewed as having different interests. The
men talked about machinery and farming, while the women talked about horses and the home.
The activities were also gendered, with the men tending to do those focused on rural skills and
the women those on house-crafts. For Olivia (female, YP), this reflected the values of the rural
community:
You see so much stuff about feminism and all that sort of stuff, whereas in the
farming community, it’s very traditional. You know, husbands, they go off to work
and they come home and the wife cooks a meal and all that sort of stuff and I think
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that plays a part in it. Girls tend to do those house crafts and cooking and all that
sort of stuff, but the boys do all the hard work.
In many ways, then, Case 2 functions to socialise the young people into these gender norms
which sit at the heart of traditional rural life, and this was mentioned as a key stength of the
group by one mother of a young person who a researcher spoke with at the rally day:
[the mother] tells me that she likes the way the house craft competitions instill pride
in being a housewise – in looking after the home and family. She feels this has been
lost in broader society and in schools in particular, who she says “almost make a
girl feel ashamed” if this is her aspiration (observation 5).
Finally, alongside these understandings and in many ways running through all of them, was an
understanding of culture as place. Place in this case meant the rural landscape, as George (male,
YP) noted, “I love the land’; and rural community life, which John described as ‘…definitely
a heritage thing. It’s a countryside sort of thing… a countryside sort of community that you get
involved with”. This sense of rural community underpins the centrality of alcohol as a lifestyle,
given the traditional structure of a rural community around a village pub as a meeting place
(Markham and Bosworth 2016), but it also underpins the rural traditions that the young people
associate with culture and the sense that culture is a way of life, closely tied to the land, that is
passed on through generations.
Encountering the ‘other’
The main ‘other’ to which the group referred in their own self-identification was the urban.
They used this to distinguish themselves as different; for example, Abby (female, YP)
described the culture of Case 2 as “not townie”. This notion of a ‘townie’ was central to the
othering process, with dress again playing a central role in distinguishing the young people
from urban others: “…we don’t dress like normal town people” (Abby).
The young people also talked about immigration. They tended to view immigrants positively
where they were seen to contribute to the local agricultural economy. For example, Harry
(male, YP) described Romanian and Polish migrants as hard-working, “they made their money
fair and square, and I don’t have a problem with those sorts of people coming in”. This tended
to be contrasted against those who “just… come over here and have an easier life” (Emma,
female, YP). Interestingly, there was a view that anyone who came to a case 2 meeting would
be welcome, even if they were not British, but the most important thing would be that someone
in the group would be able to vouch for them. Once again, the tie to the local, rural community
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is positioned as the most important factor in distinguishing ‘us’ from ‘them’. As such, a
construction was present of the ‘good’ migrant who works hard within the local agricultural
sector and thus ‘earns’ local acceptance across difference, and the ‘bad’ migrant who abuses
the welfare state.

5. Discussion
Cases 1 and 2 are clearly different in terms of the cohorts of young people they engage, the
locales where they operate, and the nature of their activities. This section attempts to draw out
some key points of comparison from the data collected in each case, and which relate to the
overarching themes of the CHIEF project expressed in WP4: the articulation of culture and
identity in the non-formal educational sector; negotiation of membership of the collective
identity and inter-culturality; and young people’s understandings of culture, heritage and
cultural identity.

5.1. Meanings and articulations of culture and heritage
As described above in relation to case 2, tradition is central to the meaning of culture as it is
understood by the young people. This was also the case in case 1, where a similar emphasis on
the family as a site of inter-generational transmission was found. For young people in case 2,
this was expressed as the continuation of a way of life passed down through generations and
closely tied to the local landscape and environment, while for the young people in case 1, it
was tied to practices and traditions related to family heritage in South Asia –“culture is like
ethnicity, and like where your background is and where your parents and other grandparents
are from. And like what traditions that you take part in because of your ethnicity” (Tahni,
female, YP) – and the importance of the continuation of these practices in the UK diaspora: “I
wouldn’t want to not wear it [traditional Bengali dress], like at home or at weddings or you
know, it’s part of who I am and I don’t want to change that for anyone” (Rumi, female, YP).
For young people in both cases, culture was closely tied not only to the tangible aspects of
cultural practices, but to the intangible, in the form of values. Despite the differences between
the cases and their demographic cohorts, both groups of young people used similar words to
describe the values attached to ‘their’ culture – with ‘respect’ being key for both, especially as
this related to interactions with older family and community members. In case 2 for example,
young people talked about the social unacceptability of drug-taking, and the importance of
respect for the older generation, which was attributed to being part of a close-knit rural
community where everyone knew one another and could be reliably called upon to help each
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other out when needed. A similar discourse around respect for elders was also found in case 1,
although here it was attributed by interviewees to religious values within Islam, as well as to
cultural expectations within British Bengali or British Pakistani communities:
I think part of our culture is feeling like we’ve always been taught to take care of
your parents and that links in with religion as well. Take care of your parents and
[the] elderly; get along with your family … Family is really important. I feel like
in our culture, it’s a really big thing. (Amal, female, YP).
This suggests that while these socially and demographically different young people may frame
their values in different terms, they are essentially similar. This provides further support to
scholarship on ‘essential British values’ (‘respect’ being amongst them) which critiques the
positioning of these values in policy discourse as needing to be ‘taught’ or ‘transmitted’ in
schools and other educational settings, and which commonly places them in opposition to the
supposedly differing values of an (often Muslim) minority ‘other’ (Tomlinson 2015: 10-14).

5.2. European culture and identity
In both cases, Europe appeared to mean little to the cultural identities of the young people.
Europe was understood primarily as a place, which most did not identify with at any level
beyond the fact that they (with one exception in case 1) had been born within its geographic
boundaries. For the white British young people in case 2, there was a tendency to speak about
Europe in a way that marked it as distinctiveness from Britain. As Jack (male, YP) described,
“I’d say I think of myself more as English or from the United Kingdom than I would say I’m
from Europe”. Europe tended to be cast as ‘other’, rather than as a part of the young people’s
own cultural heritage. For young people in Case 1, the idea of European identity evoked a
similarly ambivalent response, with most agreeing that they were European and that Europe
was part of their culture, but that this was by default of birth rather than through deeper
sentiments or attachment: “I was born here, how can I not be [European]? I’ve been brought
up here” (Rumi, female, YP). As in Case 2, European culture was something that the young
people found difficult to characterise, and in some cases, when pushed, it was again presented
as distinct from British culture, with a few references made to French food and Italian art.
However, despite this ambivalence, there was not a strong sense that young people felt
excluded or “othered” from European identity or culture on the basis of their British-South
Asian, Muslim identities. Rather, the status of “Europeanness” as a somewhat “empty”
category which existed only as a geographic territory and legal category of citizenship, rather
than evoking deeper imaginings of culture and identity, seemed to allow space for plurality of
identities. As Rumi explained: “obviously you’ve had immigrant parents and they’re coming
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here, and you’re sort of incorporating both sides. But the way we eat, dress, how we act, at the
end of the day we are European - the [Bengali] culture is brought in”.

5.3. Brexit and attitudes towards the EU
A key topic of discussion was the ongoing uncertainty over the nature of Britain’s future
relationship with the European Union, following the ‘leave’ vote in the 2016 EU membership
referendum, and this represented a major point of contrast between the attitudes of young
people in the two cases. As outlined earlier, Case 1’s local area voted to remain, and Case 2’s
voted to leave – reflecting the England-wide trend for voters in rural areas and smaller towns
to show stronger support for leaving the EU than their urban counterparts (Becker et al. 2017).
This difference in local attitudes towards the EU is mirrored in the views on Brexit encountered
among the young people – some of whom were old enough to have voted in the referendum
(having been aged 18 or over on the referendum date), but many of whom were not. The rural
young people in Case 2 tended to favour leaving the EU. For example, Jack (male, YP)
described himself as “anti kind of big government and things like that. For me the EU is the
epitome of it, really. It’s a lot of bureaucracy, a lot of paperwork, a lot of wasting money
basically”. Jack’s views were reflected in some other interviews, yet there was also
considerable uncertainty about Brexit, even for those who stated themselves as being in favour
of it. As Abby (female, YP) noted “I don’t really follow Brexit”, and Olivia (female, YP)
described “[s]tart to finish, I know that it involves us leaving the EU … I don’t know what that
is, but I just know that that’s what’s happening”. This was also gendered, with the men more
likely to talk in detail about their views on Brexit and the women more likely to say that they
were unsure. Emma (female, YP) reflected on this, saying “quite a lot of the lads do [talk about
Brexit] because, obviously, it can affect the farming, can’t it?” There is evidence that the
gendered norms discussed earlier also applied to politics, which appeared to be viewed as a
predominantly male domain in contrast to women’s traditional position in the home.
Interestingly, while many of the male participants, who worked in the agricultural sector, did
acknowledge that there were benefits to farmers from EU membership (such as agricultural
subsidies and a ready supply of migrant labour) this did not seem to dampen their enthusiasm
for leaving. Indeed, despite forecasts of the potentially ‘devastating’ impacts on the UK’s
agricultural sector of a ‘no deal’ Brexit (National Famer’s Union 2017), a number of the young
people expressed a preference for this option, stating their confidence that Britain would “be
alright” and could successfully “go it alone”.
In contrast, the urban young people in Case 1 were uniformly opposed to Brexit, which they
believed to be a mistake in terms of the original referendum result, but also the political
uncertainty and paralysis that had resulted: “like a broken chair that you can’t fix, but you have
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to keep sitting on it” (Tariq, male, YP). Their opposition to Brexit did not relate to a particular
attachment to the European project or any personal sense of a broader European identity, but
rather concerns about how leaving the EU would impact the UK’s economy, and subsequently
their own economic prospects: “it’s going to have a huge impact on the economic view of it.
Like the jobs, like the wages and things are going to go down” (Idin, male, YP). Others
highlighted their perception that anti-immigration sentiment had been central to the leave vote6
(although interestingly, this was not strongly reflected in the reasons for supporting leave given
by young people in Case 1), and that this reflected a move towards exclusionary nationalism,
and a rise in racism and intolerance towards minorities:
I think that Brexit is quite, I’m going to use the word ‘shameful’, it’s quite sad …
it kind of brings fear sometimes into how will the future be if that is the path that
has been decided on … it definitely will [affect me], because I am ‘the other’. I am
the people that come to England to take stuff, to get their jobs, to get their
education, stuff like that… it’s quite scary. It just makes me think about what the
next generations will be like and the future of England and maybe the hate that
would burst from all of this. (Alia, female, YP).
This stands in contrast to the white British young people in Case 2, who clearly felt
unthreatened by the nationalist vision of pride and independence evoked in discussions of the
UK’s supposed capability to ‘stand on its own feet’ after leaving the EU without a deal.

5.4. Encountering difference
As described earlier in this report, for young people in Case 1, countering the kind of ethnonationalist tendencies that they felt were expressed through Brexit was considered an important
function of inter-cultural encounter and dialogue. This was posited as particularly important
given that young people felt they had limited opportunities to engage in meaningful interactions
with those of different faiths and ethnicities in their local neighbourhoods and in school –
despite their city’s ostensive (super)diversity. This challenges assumptions around the
frequency and nature of encounter across difference in the superdiverse city versus the
countryside, as outside of the Case 1 setting which – to use Amin’s (2002: 970) concept, could
function as a site of ‘banal transgression’ – young people perceived that they interacted
predominantly with others from similar ethnic and religious backgrounds to themselves. As
Sturgis et al. (2014: 1290) argue: ‘It is entirely possible to live in a neighbourhood containing

6

A perception supported by research conducted by the National Centre for Social Research (Swales 2016: 13)
which found that immigration was a top three issue for voters in the referendum, and that 88% of those who
identified immigration as their most important issue voted to leave the EU.
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multiple ethnicities, without ever having any meaningful social contact with an individual from
an ethnic out-group’, which was certainly the perception of the young people in Case 1 of their
everyday encounters and resultant social networks, and their experience of largely homogenous
friendship networks was not that different to that of their white British peers growing up in the
much less diverse rural location of Case 2.
In both cases, some of the young people we met were attending or had recently finished
university. As usefully summarised by Brooks (2019: 84), there are competing perspectives on
the potential of universities as spaces of inter-cultural encounter and dialogue. Similar to
Amin’s (2002: 970) notion of sites of ‘banal transgression’, universities and other educational
sites have been characterised as ‘micropublics’ that necessitate what Back and Sinha (2016:
524) term ‘prosaic negotiation’ across difference, while Harris (2013: 58) has argued they are
‘neutral and destabilising zones where encounter is required and difference negotiated through
shared tasks’. There was some alignment with this position in the experience of Jack, a young
man involved in Case 2, who had attended university in a major city, before returning to his
rural community to work after graduation. He described the differences he perceived in the
ways of life he had been exposed to:
I grew up in quite a traditional farming family…. Then I’ve also got the, when I
lived in the middle of the city, went to a university that’s got lots of different
cultures. I kind of feel, not split between the two, but my childhood culture would
be different to my culture at uni. That’s kind of altered the way I would perhaps
perceive things now.
However, Jack’s experience was not widespread within Case 2, mainly because many of the
young people attended agricultural colleges based in rural areas and so were less likely to have
been exposed to this difference. Yet for those who had been to larger urban universities, it
appeared to have shifted their perspective, and indeed the increasing numbers of young people
attending university is perceived by more senior group members as having consequences for
the settings future viability. The group itself has been struggling for members and has
significantly reduced in size, because the ‘[i]dea that traditionally the sons and daughters
would stay on the farm’ was under threat: ‘…university is disrupting that, they don’t come back,
they have a bigger view of the world’ (John, male, P). University, then, is the primary space
within which young people from Case 2 have the opportunity to experience a different way of
life and to encounter the difference against which their rural community is defined – including
through inter-personal, inter-cultural contact with the ‘other’ whom they otherwise have
limited opportunity to meet in their largely white British locale. This is then leading to change,
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with many more young people choosing to pursue lives in other places rather than return to the
family farm and traditional rural way of life.
A contrasting perspective on the significance of the university experience is forwarded by
Andersson et al (2012: 501), who argue that despite the diverse ethno-religious composition of
many UK universities they offer limited opportunities for cross-cultural encounter, with their
research suggesting that students ‘self-segregate, or in some instances are prevented from
mixing with ‘others’ through institutional arrangements’. This tendency was reflected in the
narrative of the university students interviewed in Case 1, whose expectations of university as
a space in which inter-cultural encounter would occur, had not been met in practice. As Alia
(female, YP) reported, while the university the students attend has a highly diverse student
body and a large number of international students - meaningful interaction across ethnic,
national and religious differences was limited: ‘There’s people from all over, from different
walks of life, but then we still manage to keep in our own identical bubble … kind of avoid
unnecessary interactions, I guess’. This perspective on university was repeated by most of the
other students within the cohort of interviewees. Amal (female, YP) for instance, observed:
When we’re sitting in lectures and things, we’re all sitting in groups of our own
religions or faiths or whatever, or culture … like, all the Muslims will be together
and then all the white people will be together and all the Black people will be
together … I don’t know why it’s like that.
while Rumi (female, YP), who was unique in having grown up and attended school in a
majority white British area, reflected that university was the first time that she had a group of
friends with a similar ethnic and religious identities as herself:
It’s funny … like I’ve never had a Bengali friend and now I have a group of friends
who are Bengali. It’s so weird because I imagined university to be like mixed and
it is, but for some reason, my course, like the first day, first year, I remember seeing
just like English, white people on one side and just like a few Asians in the mix. So,
I don’t know why that was, but it was just different.
Her degree course involves work-based placements, and she went on to reflect that while there
was more mixing in these settings – suggesting that they, in this instance, functioned as Amin’s
(2002: 970) site of ‘banal transgression’ and common endeavour – on return to campus, selfsegregation was re-asserted: “I only see like English and white people during placement, say
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if they’re on the same placement as me, that’s when I’ll get to know them, but other than that,
in uni, there’s that divide.”

6. Conclusion
On the basis of key themes identified across the two case studies, three recommendations are
made:
The assumption that young people growing up and living in diverse or superdiverse urban areas
have more ready opportunities to encounter ethnic and religious difference, in a meaningful
way which enables dialogue and respect, is challenged by the findings of this research. While
the research did not observe young people outside of the Case 1 setting, young people perceived
that that setting offered them a unique opportunity to interact with young people of different
faiths and ethnicities to themselves, given that their friendship networks outside of the setting
did not fulfil this function. This has implications for developing cultural literacy, as even in
diverse or superdiverse settings where ‘fleeting’ encounters across difference may naturally
take place (through for example, moving through the streets and using public transport) this
does not necessarily lead to deeper and more meaningful encounters, meaning that spaces may
still need to be created to allow this to occur in a more ‘self-conscious’ and deliberate fashion.
Establishing and protecting space for young people is crucially important, and particularly
spaces where ‘banal transgression’ may occur given the greater opportunities this seems to
offer for effective and naturalistic interaction and dialogue. This is observed in the activities of
Case 1, but also in the rural Case 2, where a paucity of spaces where young people can meet
and socialise (especially those who are too young to visit pubs) awards the Case 2 organisation
a particular status as the only social outlet for many young people, with potential issues around
the inclusion and engagement of a broader constituency of young people in the local area.
The research finds that while the socially and demographically different young people
interviewed in each case framed their values in different terms, these values were, essentially,
similar. This provides support to scholarship on ‘essential British values’, which critiques the
positioning of these values in policy discourse as needing to be ‘taught’ or ‘transmitted’ in
schools and other educational settings, and which commonly places them in opposition to the
supposedly differing values of an ‘other’ in terms of a focus of adoption of British values as a
precursor to the integration of minorities.
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