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1. BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE

This summary report captures insights from three community conversations exploring
culture, identity, and belonging. The sessions brought together nine participants from
across South Belfast — people with a wide range of backgrounds, experiences, and
perspectives.

The programme forms part of Forward South Partnership (FSP) broader efforts to:

e Explore how guided facilitation can support meaningful, respectful
conversations on divisive topics; and

e Examine how culture, identity, and belonging are currently narrated, valued,
and lived - and to reframe the way culture is understood and practiced
regionally.

This focus emerged from patterns observed in earlier FSP projects, where different
people regularly voiced concerns about double standards in cultural recognition. Some
felt that local majority traditions were dismissed or problematised, while minority
ethnic cultures were celebrated - though often in ways that risked tokenism, simplified
into palatable forms such as food or music. At the same time, practices like bonfire
traditions continued to provoke discomfort and misunderstanding, a reminder that
culture is complex and rarely straightforward.

In response, FSP decided to explore these tensions more deeply through the
Community Conversations programme — creating a space where people could share
lived experiences openly, listen with respect, and engage with difference
constructively. The conversations sought to move beyond surface-level dialogue,
challenge assumptions, and reimagine how cultural understanding could evolve to
better reflect the complexities and nuances of cultural life in Belfast today.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1 Programme Structure

Three two-hour sessions were held over consecutive weeks in September and October
2025:

Week 1: Exploring what identity and culture mean, not just the surface, but the
real stuff that shapes how we live and connect.

Week 2: Examining the dynamics and experience of belonging.

Week 3: Rethinking relationships, systems, and narratives to identify new
practical ways forward.
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2.2 Facilitation Approach

The discussions were co-facilitated and balanced structure with responsiveness.
Drawing on previous experience, the first session followed a more structured approach
with a brief theoretical framing. It soon became clear that this format didn’t fully meet
the group’s needs, so from the second session, facilitation shifted to a more
participant-led model that responded to emerging themes and the energy in the room.

To support engagement within time constraints, two additional resources were
introduced:

e A clarification handout addressing unresolved questions from earlier sessions;
and

o A reflective worksheet designed to prompt deeper thinking ahead of the final
discussion.

Throughout the programme, participants explored complex and sometimes
uncomfortable territory, from personal stories and clashes of values to shared
experiences of connection and exclusion.

The process was, by design, imperfect and dynamic. Discussions occasionally went off
track or became abstract. Some moments were emotional, others tentative or even
frustrating. Some people gravitated towards strategy, others towards personal
narrative. Some voices were heard more than others, and at times, some views felt
overpowering or confusing. But that’s also part of what culture is: layered, contested,
and deeply human. The Community Conversations group reflected this reality.

True engagement involves discomfort. Fear of offending or being judged was common,
but contributors valued the chance to explore their views in safety:

“How do you know what you think, until you say it!”
2.3 Participant Profile

Participants included individuals born in Northern Ireland as well as in countries
across Eastern Europe, North America, Australia, Asia, and Africa, bringing with them
a broad spectrum of cultural realities that defy simple classification. Community
backgrounds are often treated as uniform categories, yet they encompass vastly
different identities and lived experiences. Existing frameworks frequently require
people to choose between binary stances — an option many regarded as both
undesirable and unrealistic.

Several participants resisted standard monitoring categories, choosing instead to
describe themselves in ways that felt more authentic - referencing language, faith,
nationality, or lived experience. This tension is worth noting and questioning. While
much of the good relations work seeks to move beyond rigid or simplistic labels, our
systems of measurement and policy continue to rely on the very categorisations we
aim to dismantle.
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3. KEY THEMES

3.1 Culture and Identity

Culture was explored as a shared, collective experience and identity as the personal
filter that shapes how each individual experiences and interprets different cultures.’

o Culture is an elusive concept.

Participants questioned whether culture refers to heritage, traditions, language, art,
community relations, or simply what society deems acceptable. Even in professional
settings, the term is used with little consensus, suggesting that many who work in this
field still grapple with what “culture” means. This lack of consistency and shared
understanding continues to obstruct meaningful dialogue and practice around culture.

They concluded that culture is far more than what they have been told — it
encompasses what matters most to them and is deeply subjective.

e Culture is not fixed.

There was shared frustration at being confined to labels, expected to represent a single
identity, despite identifying in many ways. The tendency to reduce people to one or
two visible identities, continues to reinforce stereotyping and misrepresentation.

e Culture is complex.

Some contributors noted that rich personal stories are easily lost when culture is
treated as performance. Oversimplification and romanticisation of culture limit
understanding and genuine connection.

“Culture isn’t just food and flags. It’s the way you treat your neighbour, the words you
use, the choices you make.”

e Culture isn't homogenous.

Many agreed that shared norms can coexist with very different individual values,
interests, experiences, and beliefs. Assuming uniformity within or across cultures can
ultimately lead to exclusion.

e Cultureisn't static.

It is continually changing, shaped by environment, relationships, and exposure to new
ideas and experiences. For example, people from ethnic minority backgrounds are
often kept within the “BAME” box, even after years of living and participating in
broader cultural life. Identities and cultural practices are constantly evolving, but
prevailing discourse and systems rarely account for this fluidity.

' This framing does not imply that culture and identity can only be understood this
way, but it clarifies the perspective used in capturing the insights that follow.
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e Culture is both self-defined and socially constructed.

Several participants found it difficult to separate their personal sense of culture from
how others perceive or expect it to be. Culture is constantly negotiated through the
eyes of others, yet awareness of this dynamic remains limited, particularly in
professional settings.

o Culture is both about embracing diversity and discovering common ground.

Despite their differences, many people found unexpected things in common — a love
of languages, shared values, humour, and even everyday interests like community
gardens or tattoos.

Identity boundaries are never clearly defined - sometimes, the strongest pushback
comes from those who are culturally similar. Connections and belonging are not
automatic; they can conflict even within the same cultural group.

e Culture is challenging.

We heard of the discomfort that can arise when encountering a different culture — the
uncertainty of how to behave appropriately, and the fear of causing offence.

Reflections revealed the emotional weight of talking about culture and how easily it
can surface pain: feelings of being judged, misunderstood, or made to feel “less than.”
Some people felt pressured to defend or downplay parts of their identity to fit in, while
others spoke of not to being seen or heard in workplaces, schools, or communities.

Oversimplifying cultural differences obscures their complexity. Engaging with values
and beliefs fundamentally different from one’s own is not straightforward— it can be
uncomfortable, and at times confronting. Recognising this reality is essential for
genuine understanding.

The difficulty of these conversations should not be underestimated. They require
sensitivity, flexible structure, and skilled facilitation to ensure they remain
constructive and safe for everyone involved.

e  Culture and Class

Class was identified as a critical cultural factor, though rarely acknowledged, despite
shaping everything, from how you're treated to which doors open for you.

There was shared frustration about bias in systems where who you know or how you
speak can matter more than skill or experience. Professional expertise, particularly
from grassroots contexts, was often undervalued, a reflection of how experience is
viewed culturally, and of how class can shape perceptions of "worthiness”.
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Questions of social mobility arose repeatedly:
“Do we really have the freedom to change our status?”

Education, resources, prior experience, bias and power were identified as barriers to
opportunity and social mobility.

e Culture and Geography

Culture was also understood as closely shaped by geography. Neighbourhoods carry
cultural memory, and traditions and practices travel with people, sometimes clashing
with local ways, sometimes blending. The neighbourhood itself was highlighted as a
cultural space, rooted in mutual care, support, and shared experience.

Locality, housing, and redevelopment can disrupt this connection, affecting not only
community identity but also who feels welcome. Politicised symbols, such as flags or
murals, often signal inclusion or exclusion.

e  Culture and Power

Coercive control within communities was also discussed. Such systems of power
continue to shape who determines acceptable cultural norms, who enforces them and
who is included or excluded when these norms are challenged or simply not shared.

e Narratives, Systems and Political Culture

Culture was seen as weaponised, leaving little room for open, curious, and safe
conversations. Behaviours are often classed or racialised.

Populist rhetoric was identified as exploiting cultural tensions, while policymakers and
large institutions were noted to often lack a real understanding of working-class or
minority experiences.

Systems were described as opaque, top-down, and paternalistic, with organisations
that appear neutral, sometimes acting in partisan ways.

Structural issues such as housing, healthcare, and lack of shared spaces were seen as
deepening division, with scarcity used to fuel “culture wars.” Crucially, cultural
differences were not viewed as a problem; misinformation and questions over who
controls the discourse were.

Politics was widely seen as a major driver of cultural tension, with culture often
hijacked for political ends— used to pit groups against one another, rather than unite
them in demanding fairer systems.

There was strong consensus that real change requires leadership from below and
listening from above, and a shift from token consultation to genuine co-design.
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3.2 Belonging and Exclusion
“Belonging isn’t always a hug — sometimes it’s just not being pushed out.”

Belonging was described as both a feeling and a process — sometimes warm and
affirming, sometimes conditional and hard-won.

e Belonging is personal.

The experience of belonging in Belfast can vary widely depending on individual
expectations and on the realities of where people live, work, and socialise. Within
communities, there are often unspoken rules — ways of speaking, behaving, or
believing — that quietly determine who fits in and who does not. Without this
knowledge, it is difficult to belong.

e Belonging is a choice.

For some, “home” was more than one place, others felt trapped between different
cultural worlds. Belonging was understood as an expression of agency—having the
freedom to engage with multiple cultures or to remain outside them, without pressure
to conform to a particular way of life. This capacity to define where and how one
belongs is not always recognised, leaving individuals to navigate multiple cultural
spaces without clear support.

e Belonging can be partial.

Several contributors described feeling connected only at the edges of community life.
For some, this was frustrating; for others, it was sufficient — a way to maintain
personal autonomy while still being part of the collective. This quiet tension between
individuality and collective expectations, it's worth noting.

e Belonging can be conditional.

Participants shared being accepted in some spaces but not others, and the emotional
labour involved in navigating invisible boundaries, unspoken norms and power
dynamics. Acceptance was often contingent on conforming to majority norms, and in
some instances, failure to meet these expectations resulted in alienation, exclusion, or
even threats or violence.

e Belonging may not be an option.

Racism, Islamophobia, and everyday intolerance were highlighted as persistent
obstacles to belonging, compounded by class, education, and social status, which
influence whose voices are heard. Structural and social inequalities continue to limit
full participation, making belonging fragile or even unattainable for some.
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e Language identity as a marker of belonging and exclusion.

Many shared experiences of microaggressions, from being told, “You speak English very
well,” when English was in fact, their first language, to being judged for imperfect
accents or having names mispronounced.

Those who spoke multiple languages, including Irish, described both pride in their
linguistic heritage and frustration at being misread or treated as outsiders.

Speaking English did not automatically guarantee inclusion, exposing the
contradiction in framing lack of English as the main barrier to belonging.

Assumptions about language and linguistic ability continue to create subtle and overt
barriers, signalling who is perceived as “insider” or “outsider” within communities.

e Obstacles and Enablers of Belonging

Systemic bias related to class, accent, or race can exclude people, but creating shared
spaces, fostering common interests, and encouraging mutual respect help bridge
differences.

Rigid norms and unspoken rules make fitting in difficult; knowing these rules and
being supported to navigate them, along with flexibility and permission to question
them, enables inclusion.

Displacement and poor planning can undermine community connection, yet involving
residents in development decisions strengthens ownership and belonging.

Symbols such as flags or language, can alienate, while inclusive narratives, shared
ownership, and the freedom to choose which aspects of one’s culture to keep, adapt, or
let go counteract division.

Microaggressions, stereotypes, and institutional gatekeeping can erode trust, but
respectful curiosity, storytelling, valuing lived experience equally, and allowing space
to express discomfort create safer and more inclusive spaces for engagement.

Misinformation breeds fear and division, yet education, open dialogue, and access to
facts promote confidence and understanding.

Poor political accountability and top-down decision-making can fuel exclusion,
whereas bottom-up leadership and policy co-design help build fairness and agency.

Silos, “inner circles,” and “culture wars” distract from the real issues, but transparent
structures, being seen and invited into spaces without needing to alter one's identity
or behaviour, and a focus on shared struggles (such as addressing poverty) provide a
foundation for solidarity and a sense of belonging across multiple groups.

There was general agreement that achieving equal footing — through promoting
fairness, shared values, and mutual respect — would pave the way for more
constructive conversations about culture and belonging.
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3.3 Signs of Hope
Despite challenges, there was optimism.

Younger generations show more fluidity in cultural identity—for example, learning
Irish regardless of community background or blending multiple cultural influences
without anxiety.

Some people learn to live with contradictions in identity and experience growing
openness to uncomfortable conversations.

There was appreciation for the space these conversations created—what one
participant called “an unusual therapy for Northern Ireland”—where people could
speak openly, disagree respectfully, and still feel connected.

Culture changes, and this requires both personal effort and structural support.
3.4 Emerging Questions
The discussions highlighted some critical questions that merit future attention:

e Who defines what is “acceptable” culture?

e Isit possible to remove politics from culture — or is that unrealistic?

e (Can you change your status in society if the system is rigged?

e Are some groups “allowed to” belong, while others must earn belonging?

e How do we challenge generalisations without silencing legitimate concerns?
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4. IDEAS FOR CHANGE

Contributors worked in small groups to explore the emerging core themes and identify

opportunities to build fairer, more inclusive communities and systems. Their collective

ideas are captured in the following recommendations:

e Political leadership should actively work to shift discourse away from the

weaponisation of culture, prioritise social justice over party advantage, and

model respect and inclusion in word and deed.

e Government departments have a role in addressing underlying social needs

driving cultural division — housing, health, education, employment, policing

and community safety. They need to ensure that decision-making is informed
by the lived realities of those affected by policies and commit to co-design

processes rather than token consultation.

e Belfast City Council must apply “Good Relations proofing” to all decisions, as

per Section 75(2).

e The justice system must ensure that the PSNI and Public Prosecution Service
are fully equipped and held accountable for enforcing hate crime legislation

and that effective responses are developed to address coercive control in

communities.

e Housing agencies should explore innovative models of community living—

such as apartment complexes or streets with shared communal spaces and on-

site support roles (like approaches used in Paris, which offer reduced-cost or

free services)—to foster connection and protect vulnerable residents.

e Schools should be adequately resourced to play an active role as community

hubs that build local connection.

e Funding bodies are urged to provide sustainable streams of support,

recognising that relationship-building and community engagement require

continuity and cannot be switched on and off.

e Community groups are called on to unite across traditional divides to build

solidarity around shared concerns, demand practical solutions, and lead

community-based cultural learning and exchange.

¢ Community education systems should disseminate accurate information,

challenge misinformation, and use social media to promote positive
relationships at all levels.

¢ Individuals need support to cross cultural boundaries and form positive

relationships with people they might not have engaged with previously.

Collaboration was seen as essential, with government, agencies, and civic society each

leading on areas where they hold responsibility. This approach must be grounded in

equality, social justice, and the creation of safe and culturally affirming spaces.
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5. CLOSING REFLECTIONS

The conversations called for a reframed cultural narrative — one that recognises
culture as dynamic, complex, and reflective of individual nuances.

Standardising culture and identity into narrow terms is counterproductive. Simplifying
or categorising people and communities overlooks the complexity of culture, which
cannot be confined to tick-boxes.

Culture is never neutral; it is tied to power, expectation, and to who decides what
“normal” looks like. Individuals want the freedom to define their culture on their own
terms, and systems should support people's right to self-determination.

Exploring the relationship between culture and poverty of aspiration is important,
including how power, resources, bias, and education shape opportunity.

Language is a particularly sensitive area, where open and safe discussion can be highly
beneficial. Cultural expressions should not be weaponised; instead, they need to be
harnessed positively to uplift all members of society.

While culture intersects with health, education, housing, and employment, conflating
cultural concerns with structural issues risks deepening misunderstandings and
divisions. True progress in promoting cultural diversity and good relations will remain
limited unless systemic change, including addressing poor political leadership and
paramilitary influence, is prioritised.

There is an acute sense that local majority cultures are treated unequally and that bias
permeates professional and institutional systems. While attention often focuses on the
negative role of the media, government departments, service providers, and civic
institutions are also seen as reinforcing cultural double standards. Funding tends to be
directed to the same organisations, and professional narratives and decisions continue
to disadvantage particular communities.

Real belonging begins with fairness, only when every voice is valued equally can
culture act as a bridge rather than a barrier.

6. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Sincere thanks are extended to all contributors to the Community Conversations on
Culture, Identity, and Belonging. Their commitment and candour informed this
summary report and helped shape a roadmap for reflection, deeper understanding,
and action across community and institutional settings.

PAGE 11




