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1. Introduction
Participants from a range of community organisations, service providers, and lived‑experience groups came together to explore current inclusion challenges, share success stories, identify opportunities for collaboration, and agree on key priorities for strengthening inclusive community development. The discussion reflected the diversity of local contexts across Northern Ireland and highlighted both systemic barriers and grassroots strengths.
2. Executive Summary
The discussion highlighted a shared commitment to building more inclusive, connected communities, while also surfacing significant barriers that many groups continue to face. Participants identified persistent challenges around communication gaps, accessibility, digital exclusion, stigma, cultural and language barriers, transport, and the impact of segregation, intergenerational attitudes, and limited long‑term funding. Trust, safety, and the difficulty of reaching the most marginalised groups were recurring themes.
Despite these challenges, the group shared powerful success stories demonstrating the impact of community‑led approaches. Examples included individuals gaining confidence through programmes like Glow, volunteers with lived experience shaping services, cross‑community initiatives that build cohesion, culturally diverse storytelling projects, and innovative supports such as sensory libraries, online advice lines, and asylum‑seeker protection work. These stories showed how empowerment, representation, and collaboration can transform lives.
Participants saw strong opportunities for collaboration through better awareness of each other’s work, shared storytelling, breaking down silos, and forming collective voices to engage statutory services. Working with trusted grassroots and “by and for” organisations, expanding cross‑border partnerships, and coordinating through networks were highlighted as practical next steps.
Across the discussion, several priorities emerged: improving communication and accessibility; adopting people‑centred, culturally competent, and trauma‑informed approaches; ensuring meaningful consultation and co‑design; tackling intergenerational attitudes; and securing long‑term investment to build trust and sustain impact. The group recognised that while no single organisation has all the answers, the collective experience and commitment present offer a strong foundation for advancing inclusion.
3. Inclusion Challenges Identified
3.1 Communication and Awareness
· Communication gaps prevent some communities from feeling connected or informed.
· Limited awareness of services that are open to all groups.
· Language barriers and the cost/time associated with translation services.
· Digital exclusion, particularly for older people.
· Fear of using the “wrong” terminology, leading to disengagement.
· Difficulty reaching ethnic minority groups due to cultural stigma around certain issues (e.g., addiction).
3.2 Accessibility and Practical Barriers
· Physical, sensory, and communication accessibility issues (e.g., hearing impairment requiring third‑party communication).
· Transport challenges, including cost and availability in local areas.
· Systems and services not designed to be accessible to everyone.
· Information not always available in accessible formats.
3.3 Social Isolation and Safety
· Women isolated at home and women facing addiction struggling to access services.
· Fear, apprehension, and lack of safe spaces for engagement.
· Racism and fear of discrimination preventing participation in community development activities.
· Paramilitary presence in some areas creating barriers to engagement.
3.4 Structural and Cultural Barriers
· Cross‑community segregation and “micro‑siloing.”
· Intergenerational issues and attitudes being passed down to young people.
· Lack of youth services in some areas.
· Limited trust between communities and service providers.
· Stigma associated with accessing support services.
· Capacity constraints: organisations being asked to do more with fewer resources.
· Short‑term funding cycles undermining long‑term community development work.
3.5 Engagement Challenges
· Difficulty identifying and engaging the “unheard” or most marginalised groups.
· Need for culturally competent approaches and understanding of intersectionality.
· Communities not always consulted or listened to, leading to resistance to change.
· Need to involve young people from the start of any process.
4. Success Stories Shared
4.1 Empowerment and Personal Growth
· Individuals who were isolated becoming confident enough to speak publicly after participating in programmes such as Glow.
· Volunteers with lived experience contributing meaningfully to service delivery.
· Peer learning through initiatives like the Glow Podcast and “Love Unheard,” featuring young women asylum seekers.
· Marrowbone Community Association example of working with Muslim communities and young people.
4.2 Community Cohesion and Safety
· Increased cultural diversity and enrichment in areas such as North Belfast.
· Red Cross work supporting asylum seekers and preventing attacks.
· Cross‑community work where children engage positively and challenge inherited attitudes.
4.3 Service Innovation and Inclusion
· Community conversations enabling open dialogue and agency.
· NOW Group’s growth driven by regular feedback shaping services.
· LGBTQIA providers collaborating to shape arts‑based connections.
· Sensory library initiatives improving accessibility.
· Online advice lines and improved access routes to services.
· Storytelling programmes helping communities understand each other’s experiences.
· Videos and media projects amplifying voices of LGBTQIA communities, women, and people with mental health challenges.
4.4 Partnership and Resource Sharing
· Grassroots organisations building trust and delivering effective support.
· Examples of successful partnerships, such as Glow NZ and the Grand Opera House.
· Increased provision and funding in areas of deprivation.
5. Opportunities for Collaboration
5.1 Strengthening Connections and Shared Understanding
· Increasing awareness of each organisation’s work.
· Using storytelling to build empathy and understanding.
· Recognising shared challenges across communities.
5.2 Breaking Down Barriers
· Addressing both physical and invisible walls between communities.
· Adopting flexible, informal, and culturally sensitive approaches to engagement.
· Acknowledging that one size does not fit all.
5.3 Collective Voice and Strategic Coordination
· Establishing regular steering groups.
· Developing a collective voice to engage statutory services.
· Community Health Development Networks bringing together diverse groups to address inequalities.
5.4 Partnering with Trusted Organisations
· Working with grassroots and “by and for” organisations that already have community trust.
· Cross‑border collaboration through programmes like PeacePlus, particularly for addiction services.
· Expanding services into new areas such as homeless hostels.
6. Key Inclusion Priorities Identified
6.1 Communication and Accessibility
· Better communication across all sectors.
· Ensuring information is accessible in multiple formats and languages.
· Addressing transport barriers and digital exclusion.
6.2 People‑Centred and Culturally Competent Practice
· Openness in attitude and mindset.
· Understanding intersectionality and the unique challenges faced by people with multiple protected characteristics.
· Cultural competency training for staff and volunteers.
· Trauma‑informed, single‑identity work where needed before bringing groups together.
6.3 Community Voice and Co‑Design
· Ensuring everyone is consulted and listened to.
· Supporting community agency and co‑design approaches.
· Working with communities, not doing things to them.
6.4 Collaboration and Long‑Term Investment
· Strengthening collaboration across sectors.
· Securing long‑term funding to build trust and sustain impact.
· Tackling intergenerational attitudes and experiences.
6.5 Safety, Equity, and Inclusion
· Creating safe environments free from racism, fear, and stigma.
· Ensuring equity by recognising different skillsets and starting points.
· Supporting anonymity where needed to access services safely.
7. Conclusion
The discussion highlighted a shared commitment to building more inclusive, connected, and empowered communities. While challenges remain—particularly around communication, accessibility, trust, and long‑term investment—the group identified clear opportunities for collaboration and a strong foundation of success stories to build upon. The collective experience and insight present within the group demonstrate that meaningful progress is achievable with focus, partnership, and sustained support.
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