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How engagement strengthens and enriches the university’s 

brand and identity, and can increase public appreciation 

and support for higher education and for research  

 
People are cynical about old fashioned marketing and branding.  They increasingly base their 
judgements on personal experience and on the views of their trusted peers. Public engagement 
demonstrates a university’s willingness to listen and to change, and can provide a safe space for 
dialogue and debate, meeting a demand for authentic and stimulating experiences.  In the process it 
helps to build genuine understanding and appreciation of the sector.  
 
 

 

Evidence: 

1. UUK Universities week survey, May 2010 
 
This UUK survey revealed that ‘the British public knows surprisingly little about universities in the UK. 
Only one in five people know approximately how many universities there are in the country, [...] and 
less than one-in-five people recognise the wider impacts universities have on society’. 
 
The survey also revealed that there is a high level of uncertainty about the benefits of having a local 

University. While 40% said they valued having a University locally, a quarter (26%) said they didn’t 

know whether their local University / Universities made a positive contribution to the local 

community. 22% lived in an area without a local University, of this group a third (32%) said they 

would welcome a local University while a quarter (26%) said they would not. The largest number, 

42%, however said they were uncertain and didn’t know whether a local University would make a 

positive contribution. 

2. ‘Public Attitudes to Science 2008’, Research Councils UK / DIUS  

RCUK and the then Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) ran the third national 
survey into Public Attitudes to Science in 2008.  It was the third survey in a series. While noting many 
areas of positive improvement in public understanding and appreciation, the report noted: 

‘There is an apparent demand for more public consultation on scientific issues: 
• Only 21% of the public agree that ‘the public is sufficiently involved in decisions about science and 
technology’ 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Newsroom/Media-Releases/Pages/Universitieschallengedtogetrecognition.aspx
http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/per/pas.htm


National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement                                              www.publicengagement.ac.uk 

 

• 78% of the public agree that ‘we ought to hear about potential new areas of science and 
technology before they happen, not afterwards’ 
There is also significant demand for more information direct from researchers: 
• 73% ‘would like more scientists to discuss research and its social and ethical implications with the 
general public’ 
 
3.’ Bursting the Bubble: Students, Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 

This report, commissioned by the NCCPE, presented findings from research based on case studies of 
six Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) selected as representative of the diversity of the Higher 
Education (HE) sector in England.  They found that: 

 

 Volunteering by students can be a small, but positive, contribution to dispelling wider 
concerns about large concentrations of students in particular neighbourhoods. 

 Volunteer-involving organisations place high value on higher education students and see 
universities as valuable repositories of talent, time and enthusiasm. Involving students may 
broaden the diversity and size of an organisation’s volunteer pool. 

 
4. ‘Evaluation of Defra's public engagement process on climate change’. Shared Practice / Defra, 
November 2008. 

Although public engagement activities often involve relatively small numbers of people, there is 
evidence that awareness can spread very widely as a result.  This evaluation for Defra has 
demonstrated that each public participant in this deliberative dialogue process talked, on average, 
to 30 others. 

"[I spoke to] friends, family, my work colleagues, because I come away after the very first visit and 

I was really really enthusiastic about it. I really was and I’m not just saying that!" (Householder, 

Cardiff)  

 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
"The University of Manchester values being in a vibrant city, but it’s only over the past few years 
that the University has started to reward and value public engagement.  This is already paying off.  
My goal for the Beacon is to get local people talking about ‘our’ university. The University is not 
particularly valued by local people now, so we put a high value on changing this: for example, on 
volunteering by students and staff." Professor Nancy Rothwell, President, Manchester University  
 
 
 
"The students didn’t think that I was a researcher at first. I asked them to draw what a researcher 
would look like. They drew a person in a lab coat, who was dirty and had their food and books mixed 
up together; the person had crazy hair, like Einstein’s, and they were in an enclosed space and 
isolated. I didn’t fit their stereotype.  So that was one thing that came out of the work. Another 
stereotype I broke was that they thought researchers would be male." Aikaterinin Chatsiou, PhD 
student in computational linguistics, University of Essex  
 
 
 

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/bursting-bubble-students-volunteering-and-community
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“The benefit for us is that we’re getting talented people, people in education, people with ideas, 
enthusiasm.  So if we’re getting the students come in and do the volunteering around the 
playschemes, you know, this is them give up their own time, which shows you know enthusiasm and 
the creativity.  And it’s working with people who are sort of at the forefront of new research and 
new thinking as well.” Volunteer coordinator, community organisation, cited in ‘Bursting the 
Bubble: Students, Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 
 
 
 
 
“I think all of the staff here have been very impressed by how professional the students were.  When 
they came, they came and they did their job very well, very enthusiastic, pretty much on time you 
know, and I think there is this sort of stereotype that students are lazy and turn up late and stay in 
bed and don’t wash and all the rest of it!  And I think they’ve certainly blown that out of the water in 
this instance, but that’s possibly an undeserved stereotype in the first place, like all stereotypes!” 
Volunteer coordinator, community organisation, cited in ‘Bursting the Bubble: Students, 
Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 
 
 

 

 


