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Supported by a CLES Strategic Development Fund award in 2017 and an IIB Link 
Fund award in 2018, researchers associated with the Alternative Urbanisms Research 
Programme1 in Geography at the University of Exeter have explored the existing 
scope and potential for future engaged research with key stakeholders (including local 
authorities, community organisations, educational bodies, and private sector 
organisations) in Cranbrook, East Devon.  
 
An initial scoping report was produced in 2017.2 In 2018, two collaborative 
workshops were held with stakeholders, in held May and July 2018. The approach 
adopted across these initiatives has been informed by existing expertise in engaged 
research practices and deliberative co-production, oriented towards problem-finding 
forms of inquiry.3 These projects have confirmed the potential for Cranbrook to serve 
as a site of significant engaged research collaborations around a set of related themes:  
 

1. Cranbrook is the site of a series of new community planning initiatives, 
including low carbon energy projects, public art projects, public health 
programmes, and educational initiatives. There is considerable potential for 
engaging with Cranbrook in order to examine the ways in which practices of 
‘experimental urbanism’ across different sectors, and involving different 
actors and resources, are enacted in a particular place and how this place is 
mobilised as a model of best-practice. 

2. Cranbrook is the site for a new model of commercially-led planning, housing 
development, infrastructure provision, and economic development. It is a 
model becoming more commonplace, and one which raises pressing issues of 
the relationships between private land ownership, commercial house building, 
and community development – and in particular, the reconfigured scope for 
public action and planning, understood as a process of place-making, under 
this model of urban and regional development.  

3. Finally, but by no means least, Cranbrook is the site of a number of emergent 
forms of community organisation, activism and advocacy, both formal and 
informal.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
1 See: 
http://geography.exeter.ac.uk/research/groups/space/researchprogrammes/alternativeurbanismsresearch
programme/ 
2 Sandover, R. 2017. Cranbrook Report: The Development of a New Town. Department of Geography, 
University of Exeter. 
3 Sennett, R. 2008. The Craftsman. Yale University Press, p. 33.  
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From our collaborative discussions, there was widespread agreement that further 
research was required on the following issues:  
 

1. How does Cranbrook work? Better understanding is required of the 
relationships between formal planning and governance and decision making, 
private sector actors, and community led initiatives in the formation of a 21st 
Century new town.  

2. What sorts of knowledge circulate in and through Cranbrook? Better 
understanding is required of where models used in planning, managing and 
organising Cranbrook come from; and of how and where ‘Cranbrook’ travels 
as an example of best-practice.  

3. What is it like to live in Cranbrook? Further research is required of the ways in 
which residents of Cranbrook experience and respond to their status as 
subjects of varied and multiple experiments and initiatives.  

 
In each of these areas, there was broad agreement that the University of Exeter can 
potentially serve an important role in facilitating and integrating engaged research 
with considerable potential impact both for local communities and stakeholders, and 
potential academic significance in terms of publications and grant funding.  
 
 
Next steps 
  
One clear finding of our collaborative conversations is that Cranbrook is already the 
scene of myriad time-limited ‘projects’, some research-based, some policy-focussed. 
It is already a much-studied place. What is needed, it is agreed, is a more coordinated, 
integrated, and sustained commitment to engaged research – and it is here that the 
University of Exeter’s role is felt to lie.  
In light of our collaborative engagements, we would recommend the appointment of a 
3-year post of Community Partnership Manager to coordinate the following activities:  

- A systematic mapping and cohering of existing University of Exeter 
activities in and around Cranbrook.  

- To coordinate a working group of University of Exeter researchers and key 
stakeholders to plan and develop further programmes of engaged research.  

 
 


