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For policy making to be better informed by the lived experiences and expertise of citizens and communities that it seeks to affect, I think that's the kind of golden thread that runs through all my research and institutional leadership. I'm interested in that.
Nick Jones
Welcome everybody to this edition of the Researcher in Focus Podcast from the Faculty of Humanities Social Sciences here at the University of Liverpool. My name is Nick Jones and I'm part of the research and impact team at the faculty, and today I'm pleased to be joined by Catherine Durose, Professor of Public Policy and coordinator. Sorry, Co-director of the Heseltine Institute for Public Policy, Practice and place at the University. So today Catherine will be talking about her work at the Institute as well as her research engaging citizens and community voices in policy and decision making processes and lots more besides. So Catherine, thank you so much for joining us today.
CR
Oh, hi, Nick. Nice to be here.
Speaker 2
Yeah. Thank you very much. And as our first question, I suppose, why public policy, what drew you to that area of research?
CR
I'm saying my. University background is in politics. My first degree was in politics and I think through through that I became really interested in how is it that government really touches and engages with citizens and communities, and that's really been, as you've said, a theme that has run throughout my academic, my academic career. But I'm interested in. Yeah, at this point where government that can often be seen as this kind of remote faceless entity, but actually really shapes. Our lives in incredibly important ways. How? How? That where that interaction happens and policy is a key conduit for that? So yeah, that's why I the focus on policy.
NJ
So how people can actually get perhaps more involved in the decisions that go on to impact their lives massively then?
CR
Well, I mean it's that's part of it. I'm I'm interested in sort of policy, public policy, policy analysis. So I'm interested in how government that relationship with with citizens and with communities now, increasingly, there's a a theme as I think the public become less deferential as the challenges the policy challenges that we face before become more complicated in a context of fiscal uncertainty that, increasingly there are calls for participation, we need to harness different kinds of resources. We need to recognise that often it's the people who are experiencing. Issues and challenges that really have the most acute understanding of it, and how do we harness that kind of expertise and experience into policymaking? And also would that be a way of helping to build trust in government and legitimacy? Saying policy. So I think increasingly there is this focus on participation. How do we open up policy and decision making processes. But I think from my kind of starting point wasn't wasn't quite there. It was perhaps something that was a little bit more abstract, which is at what point does do these? Does this idea of government really touch our? Touch our lives and that's where I started.
NJ
OK. Well, you mentioned that briefly just then, so I wonder if you tell us a little bit more about your academic journey before you joined the University of Liverpool.
CR
Yeah. So as I said, my first degree was in politics. That was at the University of of Sheffield was the first person in my family to go to university and although I loved, my degree didn't quite know what to do for a while afterwards, and then went went to do a masters in part because I wasn't quite sure. I wasn't quite sure what to do, so I kind of had a number of sort of. Uh. Large jobs and different temp jobs also give my masters. I did my masters in governance and public policy so I think already at that point I kind of decided that I was interested at this kind of point at which government connects with citizens and connects with communities. And then through my masters. I was offered a a PhD scholarship through the SRC, so person who was went on to be my PhD supervisor at the time had a professorial fellowship that had a PhD attached to it and and I was on his stream of the Masters. And yeah, I was given the opportunity and at the time I didn't really know what a PhD was, and I remember like on one of the first days rented some kind of like training session and it was like, OK, who wants to be an academic? And I think it was the only person in the room that didn't put my hand up because I wasn't quite sure. Like, what an academic did or if. I would be any good at it, but I I absolutely loved my PhD, which at University of Manchester. So supervised by Jerry Stoker, who's one of the leaders in the field, and and Francesca Gaines, who's also brilliant, very recently retired from from Manchester. And and I was interested in this idea of what's called street level bureaucracy, which is how policy is made as it's being delivered. So you can set these. Kind of policy goals. And you can set policy instruments et cetera. But really it's very difficult for policymakers to to. Designed around just the complex human messy situations that you actually face on the front line of public services, and so that means that really those people on the front line, whether it's police officers, teachers, judges, people that work in the job centre, they actually have a lot of discretion over how that policy is delivered. And I was really interested in that space and that that was what my PhD was about, which was in Salford. So at the time there was lots of government interventions around social exclusion in Salford, lots of pots of money being put into kind of area based initiatives and I was interested in how the people charged with those initiatives reconciled these big policy imperatives with actually what communities. Needed and prioritised and thought was important and wanted to engage with and so yeah, subsequent to that I had a postdoc at at the Montford University and that really. Uhm. I've always operated in the kind of space that I did there, which is in these not in a big department. I've always been in a kind of. Research Institute that is at the Nexus between academia and policy and practise, and I was during my PhD and that's really characterised the remainder of my career. They had a postdoc at at the Montford and then went to Birmingham and spent 10 years there as senior lecturer and reader and then was appointed here at University of Liverpool. Just over two years ago.
NJ
And that leads us nicely onto my next question, which is about your role as the Co-director at the Heseltine Institute, which is a unique kind of department here within the university. Could you give us a brief overview of what? Goes on at the Heseltine?
CR
Yeah. So and that's the time institutes founded about 10 years ago and and as I kind of alluded to, it is positioned at this kind of interesting Nexus between academic research policy and practise, and you are seeing across the sector more and more initiatives like the Heseltine beginning to develop. Several different reasons, in part because of this imperative to reach out, to have to have and to demonstrate relevance, in part because of the ref and the emphasis on on impact, in part because universities also are. Have very significant resources and expertise that can help to solve complex problems, and I think see you know a part of whether you call a quadruple or triple kind of Helix of a knowledge kind of ecosystem that really we need to be better at and think through how we can mobilise that to solve policy challenges. So yeah, the hassle timeline. It's a Public Policy Research institute, so we do a range of different research, high quality academic work. We do consultancy work. Comment and analysis type interventions really around our core areas of interest, which are future of cities, regional inequalities and public service reform and and we do that in a particular way, which is often through a lens or an anchoring within Liverpool City region. So we bring a really acute understanding of place to thinking through how to address key policy challenges, but we also have an institutional wide role. So we've been involved in the implementation of the place and innovation pillar of the new Liverpool 2031 and strategy. And that's because we have expertise and net and networks about and are able to kind of convene and broker these relationships between policy practise and academic research. So we're quite a small institute, the seven of us in total. And we work across a wide range of policy engagement and research activity and and so some of the things that colleagues, some of our activities that colleagues might be familiar with are things like our policy briefing series. So that's been going now for a number of years. We're on our third series, which is currently policy in an age of uncertainty, that's an opportunity. And we work with colleagues from across the university and beyond. And policymakers and practitioners to take, to really to to do short, pithy, high impact pieces that are about taking research or learning from a given policy initiative, and translating and disseminating that for a wider audience. And. And we also do other high profile events. So we've recently we invited Lord. Nestle time, who the the institute is named for to give a kind of state of the nation speech where he talked about Brexit, about economic development, about productivity and and growth. We recently did a manifesto for Liverpool City Region which was bringing together thought leaders from across the university to share their expertise on pressing issues for the recent series of local mayoral and and national elections. So yeah, hopefully that gives you a flavour of some of the things that we do.
NJ
Some of those things we might come back to as we progress through the chat. So in the blog that we've published online as well, you talk about the idea of Co-production. Could you tell us what that is? And you know what your interest in is?
CR
Yeah. So. Co-production. Really, its kind of deceptively simple appeal is the idea that in order to solve complex problems that we might not have previously encountered, we need to mobilise different kinds of deliberately different kinds of expertise. So the many of the real challenges that we face, whether it's, you know, climate emergency or thinking about how to regulate AI or how do we deal with like chronic challenges like health inequalities, the recognition that we really need to bring different kinds of expertise to bear. So we could think about that in terms of meeting policy challenges, we can think about that in terms of urban governance, we could think about that in terms of our own research and and yeah, so co-production has been something now that I've worked with over worked with this idea over the last last decade. So had a major project a few years ago, funded by the SRC as part of their urban transformations programme where we were interested in looking at how do we solve crucial urban challenges, things like, you know, people don't vote, but they might be politically involved in different ways. And how can we engage, engage that. How can we harness that involvement? Or it might be things about how do we meet the energy. Needs of the modern city, but can we think about how we respond in a more participatory, open way, in a way that invites those often on the receiving end of expertise and policy to actually be part of? Thinking through how we better meet those kinds of challenges. So yeah, does that answer your question?
NJ
I think it does, yes, yes. And how is that currently influencing your work? That idea of co-production, what's what's happening now, which is being fed by that?
CR
I mean, I think in many ways the. That kind of. Rationale around Co-production being bringing together different kinds of expertise, valuing them, building reciprocal relationships in many ways, underpins. What the board? Of work of the Heseltine is trying is trying to do. The. Way that you have impact and influence is really through building relationships and recognising the. Different stakeholders are different, but equally valuable contributions to bring to trying to solve shared shared problems and challenges, particularly when we come up against challenges that traditional approaches don't really don't really work for. So I think in many ways it's a set of it offers a. A value proposition that I think has shaped my broader my broader work. I've also used Co-production approaches within research projects and and I'm not sure you're gonna ask about it. Later, but I'm now. Involved in a project on Co lead for a project that's funded by Research England called the Co Pro Futures. Inquiry so. The language of Co-production is used a lot. You could see it's a a buzzword if not a fuzz word. So it's a word that people like to use increasingly. You see that from policymakers. You see it from funders. So there's a lot of expectation from research funders now that you will co produce a research proposal. In some ways that helps you, I think to like bake in the impact yo- know that you're doing something that other people want. They're they're signed up to it, they will bring resources, resources to it. Universities want you to do this kind of. Work because it's good, for the inherent value of it, but I think also for the. You know, it helps to meet challenges like impact relevant helps to demonstrate, you know the, the, the, the significance of the university, but really as a sector we're not that well set up. To deliver upon those ambitions. And so with two other colleagues from the University of Sheffield and from the University of of Manchester, who are long standing collaborators. And we've worked a lot around this idea of Co-production, we've set up this inquiry, which is really the intention to the sector, to get its own house in in order. So most people that you speak to around. You try to develop participatory research projects or co-productive research projects from within. You know with within the university often find that that can be quite can be quite challenging. So the funding for example, it can be very difficult to have equitable funding. Cross partners and we can think about ethics processes, which perhaps take us usefully part the way to thinking about the ethical complexities in these kinds of projects. But actually they don't really help you to think about long term sustained relationships of of. Have deep value and how do you navigate that many of the metrics that we use to value university don't reflect research that might have been done productively. Yeah. So I think that that the into the end of the inquiry is that we bring together a series of significant stakeholders from professional associations. Experts in their field, key funders and other institutions to weigh and deliberate upon the evidence that we generate in order to come up with an action plan for change, for how the sector can better meet its own ambitions for co-producing research in a meaningful way’.
NJ
Wow, fascinating. Yes, you absolutely must keep up to date with that. So we can talk about it more when. It comes out. Thank you. Now. You also tell us that you're currently working with the UK Civil Services public design community to help build momentum for the use of design in policy. What do you mean by that? What do you mean by design?
CR
So yeah, so we've got this broader context, which is Government policymakers are facing set of complex, contested challenges and a long standing issue about how you translate policy intent into policy delivery and design really is one of a set of, I think, a number of approaches that have real potential to help policymakers get to where they want to go. So what is design deceptively complex question. There's been lots of challenges around trying to define what design is and I and so I've been working on this project with. Other political scientists and public policy experts and design researchers, so I think the thing that we we think that design has the potential to help policymakers with is that a lot of design really is about connecting with communities, users of services to really understand how they experience that. And. How they experience policy, how they engage with public services. So you know if they're for example, you know, if you're making a claim for a particular benefit, how is it that you understand your eligibility? How do you get on the website, what's the form that you've got to fill in when that form goes? Do you understand how it's being assessed? How then is the? Is it paid into your bank account? What do you do if you have a? Face to face assessment, so designers really bring this really. Grounded detail understanding of how people engage with public policy in its broadest sense, and so a lot of the techniques that designers use that are collaborative, that are creative, might be things like, you know, visualisation or materialisation they might create like. Personas of different kinds of people, and how they might navigate through a public service. Really. So I think that that's really interesting. And if that can be used, I mean it's used to a great extent within policy now. But I think there's greater scope for it if we. Can actually use. Some of these insights that come from design techniques, it can be a way of bringing policy, reducing that gap between policymakers. And the citizens and users and communities that they want to in. Act in a way that can help build legitimacy for what you're trying to do, it can create. And effectiveness, you know, improve effectiveness and it can really help to kind. Of de risk. The you know the what's seen as being so the challenges around introducing a new kind of intervention.
NJ
Yeah. Yeah. So I think it's, it's it's very much helping. Smooth out the process. Then in terms of helping things happen. Yeah. Is that what you mean?
CR
So you can see it as if you think about policy making as a kind of cycle, so. You start out with. You know, here's the problems that we want to solve. Here's how we might define that problem. Here's how we might want to solve. It. Here's how we deliver it. Here's how do we evaluate it in a way design is kind of the glue between those different bits. It helps you to really think through. OK, well, how is this actually going to be received? How's it going to be experienced? The idea that you might test it out with the group that you might do? Pato typing that you might to think about how people with different characteristics would engage with this policy really helps. To bring insight that is often missing from the policy process as it is now, in a way that actually I think will be really helpful in. Del, risking new proposals, making that seem kind of possible and feasible only now, unintended consequences, etcetera. So I think it's one of a number of approaches that has real. Potential to help. The government increased its strategic capacity to be able to deal with some of these really complex policy challenges.
NJ
Perfect. Thank you. That explains it wonderfully. Thank you so much. Now you're one of the driving forces behind the Liverpool Feminist City network. I wonder if you tell us a little bit more about what the network is, what they do and why that was important for it to be set up.
CR
Yeah. So just before I arrived at at Liverpool, I read a a brilliant book by a feminist geographer called Leslie Kern, which is called the feminist city. And it was both a kind of feminist geography book. So it was about how she understood the way in which cities are. The way in which this is are made can often exclude exclude women, but it was also her real lived experience. So she talks about being a single parent, single mum in Toronto and how really realising in a really personal way that the city is really not designed for her to be able to kind of live her life. And I thought this was a really. Interesting. Provocation to really help at the hassle time. I'm thinking with my Heseltine head on. We do work around the future of cities. What are the interesting ways in which we can bring people togethe around and convene spaces for people to think differently about. How do we live more justly? How do we create cities that. Really work for all. The first. So I saw the feminist city idea as a provocation. I think here at the University of Liverpool there is a a across disciplines across departments. There is really brilliant work that speaks to this. Whether you think about projects and architecture, thinking about how do older older women can be supported to live well. Into old age. Whether you think about working. Planning and geography about how the urban environment or transport systems can be developed in order to serve the interests and and and support the interests of women. Or how do you create an open space that is safe for all parts of the community to be able to kind of navigate it? So I think there's lots. There was lots of research here that I thought was pertinent  this idea of feminist city which also was using explicitly feminist, gendered, and queer lenses to really bring insights to this question of of how do you live justly and increasingly, a kind of urban world, recognising that cities can be places of great opportunity and of liberation, but can also be places of sort of. Interlocking inequalities, and so the city, I think is a really interesting, a very tangible focal point. So the network is something I kind of set up in my first six months of being here. We've had a a number, so a number of networking sessions where bringing people together across the university to share their research, to make connections. So we already we've seen things like. Collaborative PhD supervisions. And with some research projects that have come out of of this, but really our agenda next next year is now we've got some momentum internally to think, OK, how do we engage with this? How do we open up this conversation externally? So I had a really interesting conversation this morning actually with somebody who is. A local councillor who's really interested in thinking through how can local government reorient its services to ensure that it's helping to meet this challenge of cutting violence against women and women and girl? Skills. So I think the university has lots of expertise to bring to bear upon that conversation. And so part of the network is creating a space really to make those kinds of connections and and and for those conversations. To happen.
NJ
Now again, you've led me very nicely on to the next question, which is you talk about having an interest in the role of a university as as an anchor institution within the local community. How does this manifest itself and why is it so vital that the university continue to be an outward looking institution?
CR
Yeah, and I think universities, certainly research intensive universities, rusticate universities like the University of Liverpool are necessarily global institutions. And so I think. Are now not that new, Vice Chancellor Tim Jones has talked about that about being out with, looking about being confident of recognising that the value part of the value to the city and to the city region is that we are a global institution. But universities are also place based institutions. They exist in a certain it's the university. Of Liverpool. Exist in a certain places, so you could see them alongside other organisations. Like hospitals or football clubs or other civic institutions has really been these kind of community. Anchor institutions, they they are, they are anchored in place and they have resources, not just financial, but resources of all different kinds that couldn't be potentially leveraged to the benefit of local communities. So there's there's been a lot of attention of around or there's been a long standing conversation about universities or civic institutions. So as you know, engaging with. Other civic partners. So you know the the City Council or the combined authority. But this idea of community anchor institutions is really about how can the university be run in the way that benefits? It's immediately local communities, so for a long time I've worked with an organisation called Citizens UK, so they're a national charity. They have local chapters that use community organising to press for social. Range across the country. There's maybe about 30 universities that are in partnership with Citizens UK and they're now setting up a chapter here in Liverpool, Liverpool citizens and I think it's a different way of expressing this civic civic purpose of universities to think not just about relationship with these. Formal institutions within the city, but also about, and not just about that global connection, but that really local. Connection of and and and the way in which the institution is by and for its immediate communities.
NJ
As our final question and I kind of an extension of that, I think is I suppose, what would you like to see as the single most significant change to come around as the result of your work and research, Catherine?
CR
I think really that. For policy making to be better informed by the lived experiences and expertise of. Citizens and communities that it seeks to affect, I think that's the kind of golden thread that runs through all my research and institutional leadership. I'm interested in that. And as a mirror of that, that as a university we are. We seek out ways to uplift those communities that our work seeks to benefit and. Affect.
NJ
Can't say fairer than that. Thank you very much. Catherine Durose, Professor Catherine Durose. Thank you so much for joining me. That's really, really fascinating talk. Thank you so much for your time today and. I know you've got a train to catch, so I won't delay you any much longer. Thank you so much again. And thank you to everybody for listening. And join us again next time when we'll speak to another fascinating researchers from the Faculty of Humanities Social Sciences. Catherine, thank you very much.




