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Background
•

Young Sikhs often accused of not being interested in Sikhism and in
Sikh Identity

•

Not found to be the case when researching “Young British Sikhs, Hair
and the Turban” (Singh 2010)
Many events organised by and for 18-30 year olds – in English
Generally run outside gurdwaras by young Sikhs themselves

•
•

Background

Establishing the Collaboration

AHRC / ESRC Religion and Society Programme
Youth Call Collaborative Research Studentship Scheme (CRS)

• Encourage and develop collaboration between HEIs and nonacademic organisations and businesses.
• Provide access to resources and materials, knowledge and expertise
and provide social, cultural and economic benefits to wider society.
• Three years full time leading to the submission of a doctoral thesis
•

Supervision joint responsibility of the HEI department and the nonacademic organisation. Lead supervisor is the academic supervisor

Establishing the Collaboration
• Little historical engagement with academia by British Sikh
organisations and institutions
• Little awareness of academic studies of Sikhs among Sikhs
themselves
• Little awareness of the possibilities of collaboration with
HEIs and of the role of research in policy making
• Who might be interested?

Institutions (Gurdwaras)
Pros
Funded through regular devotee
donations
Represent local congregation
Large venues available for
dissemination of research
If linked to particular group, then
large, national, transnational

Community organisations
Pros
Focused on wider “community”
issues such as representation
Representative of member
institutions
Initially established to tackle local /
policy related issues
Unaffiliated to institution/ideology
Members often also affiliated to
religious institutions

Cons
Primarily focused on institutional /
group issues
Cons
Often affiliated to particular caste
Often run by few concerned
groups / political groups and/or
individuals
ideologies
Arms length support from institutions
Membership often mutually exclusive
Funded by irregular donations
Small venue

Collaborating Partner

• Formed in the 1980s to tackle issues of racism and
representation for young Sikhs in Bradford schools
• Interested in educational issues and in the experiences of
young British Sikhs
• Regular interaction with Bradford gurdwaras

• Links with national Sikh media
• Organise pan-institutional events for Sikh elders
• “Independent” from institutions or ideological groups

• Previous experience of collaboration on academic research
(Chana 2005)

Proposed Outcomes
University:
•

Continued development of local and national outreach in association
with the long established Community Religions Project;
• Connection with long-established local Sikh organisation;
• Opportunity to support and co-supervise research;
• Possibility of growing the profile of Religious Studies as a subject of
potential interest to future students in the Sikh community.

BECAS:
• Connection with a university for mutual discussion of future of Sikh
Studies in Britain;
• Interest in finding out more about the views of British Sikh young
people on Sikhism, and in particular on the role of gurdwaras in their
development;
• Assistance of a doctoral student;
• Public lecture series, workshops for young people.

Research Questions
1. How do young British Sikhs learn about Sikhism and what role is
played by traditional sources of authority including gurdwara
functionaries, parents and schools?
2. Why are young British Sikhs organising events to teach
Sikhism, what sorts of events are being organised, and why
are these generally held outside gurdwaras?

3. How are new technologies including translation software and the
Internet impacting on the transmission of Sikhism, and on young
Sikhs’ ideas of tradition and religious authority?
4. What is the relationship between the various arenas of
transmission? Do they support or challenge one another, and if
so what are the consequences of this?

Research Arenas
How do 18-30 year old
British Sikhs learn
about Sikhism?

Religious
Institutions
(Gurdwaras)

Sikh Camps /
Retreats

Family

University
Sikh Societies

Peers

The Internet

Research Methods
1. Interviews with 35 key ‘transmitters’ of Sikhism
2. Focus Groups with Sikh students
3. Participant Observation at events organised by / for
young Sikhs (Camps and University Sikh Societies)
4. Online survey of young British Sikhs (600+
responses)
5. Phone-in shows on a Panjabi radio station
6. Speaking at events organised by / for young Sikhs
7. Analysis of lectures and websites

Actual Outcomes
University:
•
•
•
•

Established connection with BECAS allowing for possibilities for future
collaboration
University of Leeds now regarded as an institution where studies in
this topic can be undertaken; Links being established with potential
doctoral students / policy makers / teachers
Possibility of undertaking doctoral research into the Arts and
Humanities highlighted for many young Sikhs
Possible development of MOOCs targeting teachers / mature students,

BECAS:
•

Profile of BECAS raised among Sikhs in general and young Sikhs in
particular
• Research undertaken into a topic of interest
• Awareness of new possibilities of funding
• Links with similar groups nationally leading to the organisation and
presentation of events for Sikh children
• Profile of BECAS raised nationally and internationally – rebranded as
‘British Educational and Cultural Association of Sikhs’
• Possible relationship ... future collaborations?

BECAS’ Profile

Actual Outcomes
Personal:
• Increased awareness on how community groups work
• Appreciation that community work is often a labour of love –
inspirational, dedicated individuals working on a shoestring
• Experience in speaking to community groups and nonacademic audiences
• Academic Teaching is contemporary, relevant and based on
my research
• Experience in articulating the “vision” of research (and the
research process) to those in the community
• Increased confidence in working with the Sikh community
and with Sikh elders in particular – understanding of
concerns, issues and interests (e.g. Poetry)
• I GOT A JOB !!

Reflections
•

Community Impact - The involvement of BECAS in setting the research
agenda certainly helped to ensure that the research participants felt that
they had a stake in the research project.

•

Explaining the process - recognise that many community organisations
may not be aware of the research process and that it may be necessary to
explain the process and outcomes of research.

•

Selection of Partners – if possible it is worth considering which
collaborating organisation would be most suitable. Collaborative suitability
could depend upon a number of factors including political affiliation,
research freedom, and organisational structure.

•

Managing expectations – given their investment community organisations
may expect an immediate return. Therefore it is necessary to outline the
process of research and to define a reporting structure to ensure that the
collaborating organisation is aware of how the research is progressing.

•

Gets you ‘out there’ – Even if some days you don’t feel like collaborating,
the very fact that you are means that your research is ‘out there’
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