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1. Background

As part of our work within CUSP, the Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity 
(www.cusp.ac.uk), we have been conducting research in Stoke-on-Trent.  Our aim in this re-
search is to explore visions of the ‘good life’ in diverse neighbourhoods and to discover how 
aspirations for the ‘good life’ and ‘good work’ are framed with a goal of understanding how to 
achieve sustainable and inclusive prosperity. Our overall aim is to understand the potential 
for people to live a good life, which is also sustainable socially and environmentally. 

2. Our Approach 

Our research in Stoke-on-Trent commenced with an in-depth case study of the city, compris-
ing desk-based research. We also engaged with various social media platforms, and conduct-
ed interviews with representatives of a variety of local organisations and groups, including 
local community groups and charities, the local council and church representatives. Our aim 
in conducting the interviews was to gain an historical and contextually based understanding 
of the city, and to help in identifying the key issues which impact on local people.  

1 Background             
2 Our Approach          
3 About this report            
4 Discussion period 1: Responding to our research     

4.1 Heritage and Identity: who are we, where are we from and where are we going?  
4.2 Places and spaces         
4.3 Generational distinctions 

5 Discussion period 2: Towards a good life in Stoke-on-Trent   
5.1 People and knowledge: making connections 
5.2 Making more of what we have       

6 Conclusions
7 Acknowledgements         
Appendix A What makes for a good life in Stoke-on-Trent? Introducing our research and 
learning from you—Dr Kate Burningham and Dr Susan Venn, CUSP, University of Surrey
Appendix B  Implications of our work for Stoke-on-Trent, how messages from workshop 
can be taken forward locally — Councillor Randolph Conteh, Stoke-on-Trent City Council.

2
2
4
4
4
5
7
7
7
9

10
11
12  

15

Contents

Cover: M
ural Art, Albion Street ,Stoke-O

n-Trent ©
 Katt Skippon 

Report of Workshop 
held on 8th May 2017, 
Quality Hotel, Stoke-on-Trent

http://www.cusp.ac.uk


3

We then conducted focus groups with a range of residents to elicit views on what it means 
to live well in the city and what might be improved. Within these focus groups we ex-
plored a variety of issues related to: perceptions of place, participation in the community; 
local culture; ability to be involved and influence local decisions; employment and edu-
cation opportunities; change and stability in the area; and regeneration. Our focus groups 
comprised representatives from the following groups of residents who were drawn from 
all areas of the city:

a. Men and women aged 50-60 years, on an annual income of less than £16,000
b. Young men, aged between 18 and 25 who were not working, not employed and 

not in any form of training
c. Men and women aged between 18 and 45 with children and an annual house-

hold income of greater than £30,000.

Following on from these focus groups, and the numerous conversations we have had with 
the people of Stoke-on-Trent, we decided to host a workshop with the following aims:  

a. to present the initial findings of our research in Stoke-on-Trent and draw on the 
local expertise and knowledge of a range of different stakeholders and residents 
of the city to obtain their perspectives on that work, and 

b. to consider how to make our own work most useful locally by initiating discus-
sions and creating opportunities for networking.  

The emphasis in the workshop was to encourage discussions that identify the existing 
assets within the city, and to consider what would make Stoke-on-Trent a better place to 
live.  We invited to the workshop all the people we had already spoken to, including the 
focus group participants, as well as representatives from a range of local arts and culture 
groups, charity organisations, businesses, the City Council, and the Universities of Stafford-
shire and Keele.

The workshop was opened by Joan Walley who was MP for Stoke-on-Trent North for twen-
ty-eight years before stepping down in 2015. In that time, she was shadow spokesperson 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and then for Transport. Throughout her time in 
office, Joan championed issues such as climate change, sustainable transport, alternative 
energy and responsible government procurement. Joan is now Chair of the Aldersgate 
Group, an alliance of leaders from business, politics and civil society that drives action for 
a sustainable economy. Joan spoke passionately about the rich heritage of Stoke-on-Trent 
and encouraged participants to think creatively about how local strengths can be built 
upon to create a positive sustainable future for the city.  

Following Joan’s presentation we presented some early findings from our own research 
in Stoke-on-Trent to provide context for the afternoon (see Appendix A), after which two 
discussion periods were held. In the first discussion period we asked people to work in 
groups to use their local knowledge to consider the research we had presented and to 
respond to it within a local context. The second discussion period focused on identify-
ing the key assets of the city, and consider ing how best to make use of these assets, and 
the shared local knowledge of the city to make for a better life in Stoke-on-Trent. Each 
discussion period was followed by a general feedback session where groups presented 
a summary of what had been talked about. The workshop closed with a presentation by 
Councillor Randolph Conteh of Stoke-on-Trent City Council reflecting on how our work 
may be taken forward locally (see Appendix B). This report is a summary of the work that 
took place during the course of the workshop.
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3. About this report

It is not our intention in writing this report to discuss our emerging research findings, but 
rather to present a summary of the views and perspectives of the people who attended 
our workshop. In order to capture these views each group of participants was assigned a 
facilitator and scribe from either members of CUSP or from the social enterprise organi-
sation Innovation Unit (www.innovationunit.org). The role of the facilitator was to ensure 
that every topic was covered, and that each participant was able to contribute. The scribe 
took comprehensive notes of the discussions and of the group’s feedback to the whole 
workshop and it is these notes which form the basis for this report. Thus what is reported 
here are views expressed during the workshop; no attempt has been made to evaluate or 
verify the observations made. 

The report begins with a summary of the discussions that were a response to our pres-
entation of the focus group findings, and can be broadly categorised under the three 
headings below:

1. Heritage and identity
2. Place and space
3. Generational distinctions

The report then continues with a summary of the second discussion where participants 
identified the existing assets of the city and how they can be used to improve life in Stoke-
on-Trent for its residents. There is inevitably some overlap between the two.

4. Discussion period 1: Responding to our research

The following section summarises the comments that workshop participants made in re-
sponse to the focus group data we presented (see Appendix A) and includes observations 
which drew on their own local knowledge and expertise.

4.1 Heritage and Identity: who are we, where are we from and where 
are we going?

Stoke-on-Trent’s industrial heritage is central to local identity. While the city’s traditional 
industries of mining and pottery production have declined, their legacy remains signifi-
cant. There was much discussion about the diverse impacts which the loss of the industry 
has had on the city and its future.

Different generational viewpoints on the city’s industrial heritage were evident. Older 
generations, with experience and memories of the pottery and mining industries identify 
strongly with the industrial past and with the city’s identity as “The Potteries”. Younger 
people, however, identify less with this heritage, but rather reflect on how the loss of the 
industries has led to decreasing job opportunities and eroded their sense of local security 
and belonging. While the traditional form of the pottery industry no longer exists there 
was a sense that its legacy should be kept alive. This might mean finding a way to main-
tain the creative skills that emanated from the potteries and to keep these skills current. 
Key to making this happen would be effective communication of the value of the potter-
ies’ heritage, such as found at the Middleport regeneration site. Middleport is an example 
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of how the skills to come out of the pottery industry have evolved from those required for 
a mass production industry to those needed for a niche market, and highlights how the 
pottery industry has not entirely disappeared, but is instead in the process of regeneration 
and revival. Similarly it was felt that there are many individual stories about the rich her-
itage of the city which should be retained as part of ensuring people remain connected to 
it. Whilst the pottery industry still has an important part to play in current Stoke-on-Trent, 
it was acknowledged that the mining industry has fared less well and its loss has impact-
ed on the identity of the many ex-miners.

Counter to this were suggestions that focusing on the heritage of the pottery industry 
does not allow for productive forward thinking, and some argued that it is time to move 
on from being “The Potteries”. Accepting the loss of this identity may not necessarily be 
a bad thing as moving forward from that can lead to new aspirations and hope for the 
future. In one group the concept of lost identity was likened to a bereavement, which 
explains the emotional feelings that are attached to being part of “The Potteries”. It was 
suggested that using this analogy will help the city understand its loss, and that this could 
potentially be beneficial as it learns from the process of bereavement.

There are opportunities too to learn from other cities such as Sheffield, Nottingham, and 
Liverpool, as well as the Ruhr region of West Germany. These are all places that have ex-
perienced a similar collective bereavement process as their own identity shifted through 
the loss of industries that formed and shaped them; but in each there are examples of the 
development of new identities, jobs and enterprises that have built in different ways on 
the heritage of the older industrial culture.

The creation of new jobs in a variety of industries and forms of employment would, it was 
suggested, be key in recovering from this loss and in creating a new identity. Hull was giv-
en as an example of a city that has achieved this through working together to generate a 
sense of pride in the city. Local people are best placed to understand the area, and more 
recently there have been efforts to counter the frequent, negative portrayals of the city, as 
happened during the Brexit referendum. Campaigns have been run by local organisations 
such as 6 Towns Radio and The Sentinel to encourage local people to highlight the pos-
itive aspects of living in the city. It was felt that the people of the city need to recognise 
and share their strengths, such as being friendly, and resilient, both of which are traits 
that have developed through the long history and heritage of the pottery and mining 
industries.

4.2 Places and spaces 

The previous section focused discussions around heritage and identity and how the past, 
present and future are linked in Stoke-on-Trent. This section extends this discussion by 
exploring the role which the city’s geographical features and location play in the attach-
ment of “Stokies” to their city.

There was considerable debate about the polycentric nature of the city of Stoke-on-Trent 
and how that impacts on peoples’ identity (am I from Tunstall or Stoke-on-Trent, or both?). 
It was considered that the unique six-town structure of the city had positive and negative 
aspects. People are often very emotionally attached to their own town, over and above 
their attachment to the city as a whole, with many active residents’ associations in the 
towns run by volunteers. Whilst this leads to strong place attachment within the towns 
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some saw it as leading to a parochial and divisive attitude which hinders the sense of 
togetherness needed to shift the negative perceptions of the city.

It was also agreed that the towns are not economically viable on their own, and that op-
erating as six separate towns is unsustainable as investment is spread too thinly across 
them, or given to the city’s new town centre, Hanley, at the detriment of the other towns. 
People are, however, united in their sense of disconnection from Hanley, and concerned for 
the bearing this shift in town centre has had on their own town centres. This also poten-
tially has a negative impact on Hanley and its retail outlets if people choose not to travel 
to the city centre.

Stoke-on-Trent is not only impacted by its industrial past, but also by its physical location, 
being situated between Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool. This ‘in between’ position 
can mean that the city is overshadowed by its neighbours, however good transport links 
to these cities is a positive feature. 

While Stoke on Trent was seen as a place which it is easy to travel to and from, transport around 
and within the city was seen as more problematic. The road network and public transport were 
described as inhibiting movement around the city with the consequence that networking be-
tween individuals and organisations in different areas is difficult. Key points made were that: 

• in order to access the different towns it should not be necessary to always go through 
Hanley; 

• the lack of buses means that many residents cannot easily travel across the city;
• this also impacts on how tourists travel to the city’s attractions which are spread around 

the city;
• travel could be improved by joining up the different transport systems of canals, buses, 

trains and roads, possibly by introducing a Stoke-on-Trent version of the Oyster card.

Significant discussion took place about the value of green spaces within the city. It was 
agreed that attractive and well looked after green places are really important in contrib-
uting to peoples’ attachment to place. However it was also agreed that a lot of work needs 
to be done to the parks to enhance their appeal, especially to younger people. There was 
concern that although there have been improvements to some parks, repeated damage 
suggests a lack of respect for these spaces. The loss of “parkies” or park rangers through 
cost cutting exercises was seen to have contributed to this. Yet any system run by volun-
teers would be difficult to maintain given the number of parks across the city.

Residents have mixed emotions about their city, they are pessimistic about its future, but 
also retain a sense of pride of being a “Stokie”. Local people were seen to be strongly con-
nected to their city and united by shared aspects of the city, not just in terms of the unique 
polycentric structure, but also by culturally distinctive aspects such as the potteries, local 
foods (oatcakes), the football clubs, famous residents, their own dialect and accent and 
pride in the extent and variety of their communal green spaces. Strong family ties keep 
people in Stoke-on-Trent, along with a deeply felt sense of place and of being valued by 
those in their community. This local attachment means that residents are keen to defend 
the city from others who are more negative about it. One participant likened the city to a 
family at Christmas who come together despite the tensions under the surface. 
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4.3 Generational distinctions

Throughout the discussions, consideration was given to particular issues faced by younger 
and older generations. There was a strong sense that more should be done to support the 
young people of the city. It was noted that many young people are moving away from the 
city for employment, particularly those who had attended University, and this will have a 
considerable impact on the future of the city. It was felt there should be more investment, 
not only financially in relation to retaining young people, but also in finding role models 
to work with young people and stop their out-migration.

Unlike the past, when many jobs were available for young people leaving school, there 
are now fewer opportunities, and it is no longer possible to leave school without any 
qualifications and expect to easily obtain employment. Part of the problem, it was felt, is 
because young people’s parents and grandparents grew up at a time when there were still 
employment opportunities in the potteries or mines, and there was no need to consider 
anything else. As a result children are being brought up with low aspirations, and, because 
of fewer job opportunities, low expectations. More needs to be done now to help the 
younger generation, education needs to be improved, and opportunities for employment 
need to be created for them. It was suggested, however, that it is wrong to focus on simply 
getting a job. Young people want meaningful work and also to be involved in a place and 
community. More could be done to encourage and facilitate young peoples’ involvement 
with cultural activities. 

In terms of the older generation, there were hopes that Stoke-on-Trent would become an 
‘age-friendly city’, like Manchester, but to date it was felt that there has been insufficient 
funding for this to happen. So although older people would like to be involved in a range 
of activities they often find participation hard because of the transport system and re-
stricted number of buses. Older people were viewed as a valuable asset to the city, with 
large numbers of older volunteers who potentially could be galvanised city-wide if there 
were more resources, and better transport systems to facilitate that. In 7 years 25% of the 
population will be 60+, so there is potential for increasing the numbers of volunteers.

The city therefore might be viewed as midway, temporally between its past and the future, 
physically between three larger cities, and generationally between the young and older 
populations. There was agreement that there is a need and appetite now for the city to 
(re)define itself and build a new Stoke-on-Trent for everyone. 

5. Discussion period 2: Towards a good life in Stoke-on-Trent

During the second group discussions, participants were asked to reflect on the city’s ex-
isting assets, some of which have been touched upon above, and to consider how these 
could be utilised to make for a better life in Stoke-on-Trent. The wide ranging discussion 
can be summarised into two broad areas: connecting people and their knowledge, and 
making the most of what is already available.

5.1 People and knowledge: making connections

The people of the city, and their shared knowledge, were regarded as one of the key assets 
of the city, but it was felt that more could be done to make connections and draw on this 
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knowledge. Various suggestions have been made about how this might be achieved:

• It is important to recognise that people already work across and between the different 
towns, so there should be a way to connect them through their interests, not just loca-
tion. The Council could act as a unifying body.

• There are a number of innovative grassroots operations, SME’s and artisans in the city 
offering hope and motivation for change and they need to be identified and supported 
through investment strategies. They could also be encouraged to work with younger 
people to get them engaged in making improvements in the city. 

• Local people are not always confident in showcasing what they can do and what is 
good about the city, leading to low self-esteem and expectations. There needs to be 
a shift in perception about what they can achieve and a recognition that prosperity 
means opportunities for everyone. This could be achieved by bringing people from 
each of the towns together to promote Stoke-on-Trent as a city.

• Identifying potential funding sources to support community projects is difficult but 
knowledge sharing would benefit this. Bringing different groups together, such as 
young people and those with skills in the arts and social entrepreneurship could be a 
way to make this happen. 

• The city would benefit from working with the knowledge of advanced manufactur-
ing and engineering industries and with the universities to bring in more, and better 
quality sustainable employment, such as in the field of advanced ceramics. In order 
to achieve this new figureheads who can champion what Stoke-on-Trent has to offer 
could be appointed. 

• Networking with businesses and local industries would help to identify what is needed 
to make investment in the city viable, and therefore mutually beneficial. For example, 
one participant suggested, businesses are currently looking to move out of Manches-
ter, and Stoke-on-Trent could usefully capitalize on this. Or attempts could be made to 
attract large scale investment from outside the city. This would in turn attract more 
businesses and service industries, increasing local income. It was recognized, however, 
that this may not attract the right kinds of jobs to the city, or could lead to gentrifica-
tion which might have adverse impacts on local residents. Alternatively, it was argued 
that local, grassroots, self-determined regenerative initiatives may work for the city 
better in the long run, utilizing the existing skills of local people and creating jobs 

“What might a future, sustainable Stoke-on-Trent look like?”  In January 2017 a team from CUSP held a creative workshop with a class of year 6 students at the Star 
Academy in Sandyford. The above is a selection of their thoughtful, imaginative, creative and mostly positive drawings we exhibited at the workshop.
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more suited to its residents.

• There could be opportunities for businesses to work with young people to enhance 
their entrepreneurial skills, offering them role models, and performing outreach at 
schools. Businesses could be given responsibility to employ and train a certain number 
of local young people in a meaningful way.

• More connections need to be made between businesses and the Universities.

• It would also be useful to identify community work being undertaken by local busi-
nesses to see what they are doing to help the city, and to ensure that social and envi-
ronmental issues are included on their agendas. 

• A network of change makers and volunteers could be set up to unite the city and en-
gage in activities which improve the look of the city and which would be eligible to 
apply for Lottery funding. This could be extended to creating networks of smaller and 
larger communities, not just of individuals.

Ultimately it was considered that local people need to take ownership of their space and 
not simply rely on the Council or other bodies. They need to take collective and collab-
orative action to harness the good things taking place in the city. Networking and using 
the skills and knowledge of local people were seen as key to making all these potential 
actions work towards making Stoke-on-Trent a better place to live now and in the future. 

5.2 Making more of what we have

After considering the city’s assets, several practical improvements were identified:

• The people of Stoke-on-Trent already have a strong work ethic, and many want to 
do more to improve their communities. However, whilst they are keen to do specific, 
smaller scale work in their communities, they feel less able to make bigger changes 
across the city, such as improving the high street, and the Council could be key in fa-
cilitating this.

• There are many empty shops which could be utilized by the arts and culture move-
ments, although it was acknowledged this would be placing a lot of emphasis and 
hope on the shoulders of those engaged in these movements.

• There is no need for complete regeneration; even small changes can make a big dif-
ference, such as adding flowers and plants at the train station to make it a more wel-
coming gateway into the city.

• Although there was earlier discussion that the geography of the city makes life more 
difficult these aspects can also be turned into positives. The city is between three larg-
er cities, but is also close to several airports and motorways for access to various parts 
of the UK; more could be made of this.

• The city’s strong heritage could make it an important tourist destination. This might be 
facilitated by making the attractions more affordable and accessible. It was recognized 
that everyone should have reasonable access to the available facilities.

• The existing heritage could be updated to give a 21st century appeal. At the same 
time, the non-pottery related heritage could also be explored in order to find out how 
to combine that with the traditions of the area. All of this would tell a more positive 
story of the city and help it to find a new identity that is not solely about the industries, 



10

6. Conclusions

Our intention in running this research dissemination and local consultation workshop was 
threefold:

• to share some initial findings from the work we have been undertaking in Stoke-on-
Trent and receive feedback on it;

• to work with local residents and representatives from various local charities, business-
es and the city council to develop ideas of what makes for a good life in Stoke-on-
Trent; and 

• to consider how to translate visions of a good life in Stoke-on-Trent into practice.

It was acknowledged that the city faced many challenges, not least a lack of appropriate 
investment resulting in reduced opportunities and low aspirations, and the legacy of in-
dustries which are no longer able to offer the same levels of security of employment as in 
the past. The most notable asset of Stoke-on-Trent was identified as the people and their 
shared knowledge, expertise and passion for the city. Therefore connecting the people, 
whether as individuals, communities, other groups and/or organisations, across the city so 
that they can share their knowledge, offers the potential for identifying where improve-
ments to the city could be made and in making change happen.

We hope that these early discussions have initiated or strengthened collaborations and 
networks across the city between different groups and individuals to continue the work 
of understanding what makes for a good life in Stoke-on-Trent. We aim, over the next few 
months, to incorporate an analysis of our own research in Stoke-on-Trent into these work-
shop discussions and to publish a further, more comprehensive, report.

one that is more forward looking, but still retains elements of its former industrial 
heritage. 

• The city’s green spaces are good for health and wellbeing and offer a variety of activ-
ities. However, there needs to be investment in community gardens and all the green 
spaces across the city, not just a select few.

• The City of Culture bid provides an important opportunity to engage Ministers in an 
holistic discussion about benefits for the city, not only around arts and culture. One 
possible vision could be making Stoke-on-Trent the ‘Greenest City’.

• There are many community spaces across the six towns, and it is important to hold 
onto these, especially in those communities where these spaces are threatened with 
closure or have already gone, such as in Cobridge. 
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Appendix A:   
Presentation: What makes for a good life in Stoke-on-Trent? Introducing our research and 
learning from you”— Dr Kate Burningham, Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable 
Prosperity, University of Surrey
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Four men aged 19-22, not 
working, in education or 
trainging. Two living with 
their families, two temporarily 
housed in a local hostel.

Eight men and women, aged 
49 to 62. Unemployed, or 
working part-time. All but one 
longterm residents.

Twelve men and women, aged 
28-45. All worked full time and 
had families, majority worked 
outside the city.



14



15

Appendix B:   
Presentation:  Implications of our work for Stoke-on-Trent, how messages from workshop 
can be taken forward locally — Councillor Randolph Conteh, Stoke-on-Trent City Council.



16



17



© July, 2017 
A prosperous society is concerned not only with income 
and financial wealth, but also with the health and wellbeing 
of its citizens, with their access to good quality education, 
and with their prospects for decent and rewarding work. 
Prosperity enables basic individual rights and freedoms. 
But it must also deliver the ability for people to participate 
meaningfully in common projects. Ultimately, prosperity 
must offer society a credible and inclusive vision of social 
progress. The over-arching goal of CUSP is to contribute to 
that essential task.
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