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• Non-governmental organisation / network of partner 
organisations

• Based in Manchester, with teams around the country
• Working for a more connected, less divided society
• Improving practice and transforming policy
• Evidence based and research led 
• Convening and connecting across sectors & geographies
• Providing knowledge, resources and skills 



Evidence-based research



Free resource packs: sport, events, culture 
…
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Our work in Hartlepool:
Understanding the local context
• Engagement to hear voices and perspectives from all 

sections of the community and local agencies
• Facilitated conversations to explore the long-term 

root causes of the disorder in 2024



Extent of engagement

• 10 workshops / forums / focus groups (including on tension monitoring, and on 

aligning health impact assessment, restorative justice and cohesion, branding 

and communications)

• 50 individual structured interviews

• 8 dialogue events and skill-sharing events (including ‘having difficult 

conversations’ sessions for council staff, VCS reps, and local care workers)

• 34 organisations engaged

• 470 individuals involved (sometimes just once, for a particular session or 

conversation, more often on a recurrent basis)



Here For You: Hartlepool's cohesion 
strategy for stronger communities

• Introduction, including definition of cohesion

• Context: statistics on borough and scene-setting

• ‘What people are saying’: summary of points from 

community engagement

• Considerations from Belong Network (consistent with / 

feeding into other key documents including the Sixth 

Form College Stronger Communities Framework; Pride in 

Place submission; Regeneration Plan)



Strong positives to build on …

• Most core services across agencies being provided

professionally and systematically, to high standard

• Sharp awareness of challenges facing many people and

some parts of the borough

• Commitment, pride and ambition, and thoughtful

insights into borough’s history, social dynamics and ‘mood’

• ‘Critical mass’ of new initiatives - and preparedness to

collaborate to improve borough and peoples’ lives



Some linkages and connections

• Establishment of Hartlepool Board

• Emergence of Hartlepool Opportunities Partnership

• Plan for Neighbourhoods / Pride in Place strategy

• Public health focus

• Sport England Place Expansion Partnership and new Leisure centre

• ‘Tides of Change’ – transformation of visitor experience at Museum of 

Hartlepool

• Promoting pride in Hartlepool through ‘place branding’ initiative



Key challenges identified include …

• Loss, decline, nostalgia

• Neglect, isolation, distance, mistrust

• Issues around morale and aspiration

• Race, immigration, uncertainty about ‘others’, social distances,

potential for increasing tension

• Social challenges, recognition of pressure on services

• Scope for concerns and anxieties to be shaped into

resentments, divisive attitudes, openness to misinformation

• Ongoing fragility and vulnerability in community relations



Overall approaches proposed …

• Close the gaps: Build connections and links

• Extend the reach: Engage wider numbers of people

• Handle things in healthy ways: Recognise opportunities to 

connect to people and to address identified needs and make 

the most of these. Identify shared challenges and deal with 

these openly, with confidence and honesty

• Do it creatively: Build on the many positives about the 

borough. Involve and include people through culture, arts, 

sport, and participation
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Making the change: 
From identifying challenges to seeing positive outcomes 

In relation to key themes, the strategy

• Considers key issues

• Identifies work to date

• Examples of planned work, initiatives and committments

• Illustrates how the work will make a difference



Example of key themes …

Overall approaches to bridging the gaps and rebuilding trust

• Hartlepool Council to refresh approach to 

communications and develop community engagement, to 

better connect and relate to residents

• Voluntary and community sector organisations to aim to 

extend the reach of their services and activities, providing 

new opportunities for people to participate – including 

using culture, arts and sport



Example: Welfare and health

• Hartlepool example (along with restorative justice) of national good 

practice: one of a relatively small number of areas to handle issues 

from 2024 rioting positively through a ‘health’ lens

• Understanding of psychological aspects of poor social relations –

and health benefits of good relations

• Educational Psychology Team to provide support to agencies 

dealing with ‘shock events’ and disputed issues

• Pool Together continuing their positive activities, building on last 

month’s Week of Action to extend work further



Other themes covered in strategy

• Business and economy

• Young people

• Restorative justice

• Pride in Place

• Diversity

• Media and communications



Next steps …
• Determination by Board as to whether to 

endorse strategy and to take on overall 

governance (strong alignment with Pride in Place)

• Development of detailed workplans by partners 

individually and in collaboration to address 

strategy’s  themes

• Workplans to include measurable targets on 

activity and intended outcomes to assess impact



Ongoing advisory support from Belong …
• Offer to contribute to developing workplans 

and setting of targets, informed by national 

guidance

• Support on measurement and evaluation and 

future development of strategy

• Linkages to partnership working on resilience 

and emergency planning



“Cohesive communities are more 

resilient, better able to withstand shock 

events …

“Places with a track record of working 

for social cohesion have a reduced risk 

of tensions escalating …
Councillor Louise Gittins, Local Government Association chair, 

27 January 2026

Stronger communities: cohesion and resilience



Ongoing direct input from Belong …
• Option to work with council and partner organisations 

on developing effective approaches to counter mis-

and disinformation

• Option to work with police, council and partner 

organisations on taking in useful practice from 

elsewhere on monitoring and responding to 

community tensions

• Training and skill-sharing sessions / programmes



Thank you … Mike Waite  mike@belongnetwork.co.uk

mailto:mike@belongnetwork.co.uk
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