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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

The Research Councils United Kingdom (RCUK) Catalyst Seed Fund (CSF) 

programme has allowed us to implement key strategic initiatives aimed to embed the 

concept of public engagement with research (PER) more effectively within our 

institution. The first year of this two-year programme focused on identifying relevant 

dimensions across our institution where action in developing and embedding PER 

was most needed. Once identified, a set of strategic initiatives was implemented not 

only to support PER but also to raise the profile of public engagement (PE) across 

the institution. This included the following groups: senior management, university 

governance, Schools and Departments, researchers and students. The final year of 

the CSF programme helped reinvest in a number of key strategic initiatives 

implemented in the first year, and further exploit an expanding network of contacts to 

embed a culture which values and supports excellence in engagement. 

In the second year of CSF, we completed a process of reviewing the state of PE 

across the institution. This process, initiated in the first year of CSF, gathered 

information on what public engagement means to researchers and support staff 

across the Schools and Departments, and let us think through the research areas 

which are particularly significant for prioritising PE. The PE review allowed us to 

identify the biggest needs in PE from our research and support community. Most 

importantly, this process has produced a set of recommendations to meet these 

needs in the future. It has also raised the profile of PE across the senior 

management and university governance by having these recommendations 

discussed by Public Engagement Advisory Group (PEAG), and approved by the 

Research Policy Committee and General Board Committee. What is pivotal is that 

the top recommendation from the PE review: 

“The University, through an appropriate central body or bodies, should 

endorse a vision for PE that has at its core the following key areas of 

commitment: 

a. PE with Research 

b. The University’s civic relationship with society 

c. Supporting academics undertake engaged research.” 

has been acknowledged by the university governance structures. This represents a 

significant milestone in the journey towards formalising our commitment to PER.  

A clarity and visibility of PER to senior academic leaders within the University has 

been achieved. We expect that now, in the wake of the CSF final stage when this 

commitment has been formally recognised, our commitment to PER will become an 

instrumental part of the vision of the University.  

 

 

https://www.ukri.org/public-engagement/research-council-partners-and-public-engagement-with-research/embedding-public-engagement/the-catalyst-seed-fund-2015-2017/
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We have continued our focus on developing recognition of engagement by running 

the Vice-Chancellor’s PER Awards for the second year, and enabling best practice 

through developing our grants scheme and training. We have taken steps to 

formalise the governance of PE at the University with our PEAG. PEAG, established 

in Year 1, now reports to the Research Policy Committee, with formal terms of 

reference. To ensure sustainability and effectiveness of PEAG in the future, the remit 

is to be expanded to advise on all institutional PER projects, and spearhead cross-

School collaborations in PER projects.  

Through working in partnership with colleagues in the Research Strategy Office we 

have initiated a series of new projects to enable and disseminate best practices in 

PER, supporting the impact agenda. These projects include: redrafting our research 

data collection protocols for PE activity, creating a new Impact Planning tool, and 

producing accompanying resources to support researchers in planning meaningful, 

impactful engagement.  

A key strength of our CSF continuation period was an increasing alignment with 

other institutional initiatives supporting PER, including the five-year Wellcome Trust 

Institutional Strategic Support Fund (ISSF) and Impact Acceleration Accounts (IAAs). 

Working in partnership has allowed the University to reinforce the strategic 

importance being placed on PER by research funders and build the momentum 

needed in the final stages of the CSF programme. 

The final activity of the CSF programme has been (a) reflecting on what the CSF 

programme has brought to our institution, and (b) evaluating how effective the CSF 

supported activities have been in embedding  PER within our institution. We have 

also planned in advance how to ensure sustainability of the CSF led projects, 

activities and collaborations, in terms of expanding or tailoring already embedded 

activities to better meet our institution needs. These plans will enable the successful 

embedding of quality public engagement in the University’s culture.  

 

With strong endorsement for PER from our academic leadership, we are most 

certainly on the right path towards building a shared vision for public engagement at 

our institution – a vision that is firmly based on fulfilling public and civic engagement 

duties, the vision that is truly representative of one of the top international Higher 

Education Institutions.  

http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html
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CONTEXT 

 

The University of Cambridge is a Collegiate University, with many of its functions and 

responsibilities carried out by autonomous, or semi-autonomous, bodies that work 

together in pursuit of its mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence, 

and core values. 

 

With 31 Colleges, more than100 Faculties and Departments, and a wide range of 

other institutions, centres and facilities, including libraries, museums and gardens, 

Cambridge has a diverse and complex structure that has evolved over many 

centuries. With around 20,000 students and 12,000 staff members (of which a one-

third constitutes Academic related, Clerical and Secretarial), the University is a 

democratic, self-governing institution. 

 

The Vice-Chancellor is the principal officer of the University who provides academic 

and administrative leadership to the whole University and secures a financial base 

sufficient to allow the delivery of the University's mission, aims and objectives. There 

are five Pro-Vice-Chancellors whose role, as well as supporting the Vice-Chancellor 

in providing academic leadership to the University, is to work in partnership with 

senior administrators to help drive strategy and policy development. The 

administrative offices provide significant support for the delivery of the University’s 

core objectives of teaching, learning and research. These include following divisions: 

research strategy and operations, human resources, widening participation, 

admissions, communications and external affairs and public engagement.  
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There are six Schools, led by Heads of Schools, which each form an administrative 

grouping of Faculties and other institutions. They are: Arts and Humanities, 

Biological Sciences, Clinical Medicine, Humanities and Social Sciences, Physical 

Sciences, and Technology. There is a Council of each School which includes 

representatives of its Faculties and Departments. The Schools are represented on 

the General Board that also includes the Vice-Chancellor, senior administrators and 

student representatives. University Faculties organise teaching and research into 

individual subjects or groups of subjects. Their work is normally organised into sub-

divisions called Departments. Centres of studies are controlled by committees of 

management, bringing together representatives from several disciplines. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Prior to the CSF programme, there was no institutional definition or clear strategic 

vision for public engagement at Cambridge. This was evidenced by a fragmented 

support structure for PE across the University and no formal reporting on PE to 

senior management. Importantly, there was no mechanism in place for accrediting or 

giving formal support to PE work from the university academic leadership. 
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Given a highly devolved structure of our Institution, the level and scale of public 

engagement work across the Schools, Departments and Research Units varied 

significantly. This means that PE coordinators based in some Research Units 

excelled at providing public engagement to their researcher and student staff so that 

they became self-sustaining entities, with no need of support from the PE core team. 

At the other end of the spectrum, some Research Units lacked in-house PE 

professionals and relied upon the PE core team for help and support. The level of 

collaborative public engagement activities across the Schools also varied 

considerably, with a higher degree of such interactions observed within the School of 

Biological Sciences and the School of Clinical Medicine. Overall, this picture of a 

highly varied state of public engagement at the Faculty, Department and Research 

Unit level was caused by differences in the availability of funding, staff and 

resources, and a lack of efficient two-way communications between the PE core 

team and the PE professionals based within the Schools.   

 

At an institutional level, the University has coordinated its public engagement activity 

for over 12 years through a central team of dedicated staff. This PE core team is part 

of the Office of External Affairs and Communications, and currently reports to the 

Deputy Director of Communications. The central team’s public engagement work at 

an institutional level had focused primarily on organising and running the annual 

Cambridge Festivals: the Cambridge Science Festival, Festival of Ideas and Open 

Cambridge (promoting civic and community engagement). Annually, they featured 

collaborations with ~300 coordinators from across departments, faculties and 

research groups; involved ~1,500 researchers and more PhD students and 

volunteers; and resulted in ~100,000 interactions between researchers and members 

of the public. It was essentially up to departments, research groups and keen 

individuals to participate in the Festivals, established and praised as a platform for 

delivering public engagement in its informative and inspiring mode. Apart from the 

Festivals, the PE core team’s work portfolio focused on providing training, advice 

and general support towards the researcher and student community (e.g. 

participation in internal and external public engagement events such as the Hay 

Festival, Royal Society Summer Science Exhibition, working with schools, media 

performances, etc.). An annual Public Engagement team plan was produced 

outlining current and planned activities and how these align with the University 

mission statement and other agendas such as knowledge exchange, impact and 

outreach. This includes alignment with programmes funded by Impact Acceleration 

Accounts, HEIF and the Wellcome Trust’s ISSF. 

 

Our approach to supporting public engagement was developed in response to the 

2006 ‘Survey of factors affecting science communication by scientists and engineers’ 

in which 69% of researchers said they would be happy to get involved in public 

engagement activity if others organised the infrastructure. The Festivals have been 

an outstanding success in this regard, receiving 100,000 visitors per year and 

providing a platform for staff to engage the public with the University’s research and 
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learning. Each festival is governed by a festival patrons committee, comprising 

internal academic representation alongside external stakeholders. The committee 

meets once a year to discuss the direction and scope of the festivals. 

 

The CSF award enabled us to build out from the established Festivals platform to 

promote public engagement with research (PER) across the researcher and student 

community. This interaction was encouraged to educate and support more public 

engagement initiatives in consultative / collaborative mode. The PE core team, 

through organising the Festivals as high profile events and numerous meetings with 

individuals, worked directly with researchers and public engagement coordinators, 

supporting their public engagement with research plans and those of their 

departments. 

 

The CSF award was originally led by the Head of Public Engagement and delivered 

by the project co-ordinator (1 FTE) with support from the Pro-Vice Chancellor for 

Research, the Public Engagement Advisory Group, the wider Public Engagement 

team and the Research Strategy Office. The project coordinator took up the post on 

2 December 2015, three months into the project, although preparatory work had 

already been conducted by the Head of Public Engagement. 

 

The CSF project therefore aimed to address the lack of senior academic oversight 

and institutional co-ordination of PER by taking a top-down approach to promote and 

raise the profile of PER across the institutional governance and senior management. 

Putting in place a centralised infrastructure that would support the further transition 

towards building the vision of quality engagement culture within our University was 

prioritised. This infrastructure helped actively raise awareness and promote 

understanding of the value of PER within the academic community and senior 

management.  

 

In August 2016, a strategic decision was taken to move the management of the CSF 

from the Public Engagement core team to the Research Strategy Office. This change 

was designed to build on the existing partnerships between the Public Engagement 

and Research Strategy Offices, and provide a direct route by which public 

engagement with research (PER) could be embedded into University research 

policies and practices. This provided a clear route for oversight of the CSF by the 

Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research ensuring that CSF objectives were aligned to 

other institutional strategic initiatives for research and impact.  

 

Oversight of public engagement by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor’s Office also expanded 

as a result of the Catalyst Seed Fund to reflect the increased link with research. The 

original application for CSF funding stated public engagement fell within the remit of 

the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Institutional Affairs. The title and context of this role has 

changed since the beginning of the CSF, with the Pro-Vice Chancellor for Research, 

PI on the CSF, being responsible for aligning public engagement with the strategic 



CONTEXT 

 

10 

 

goals of research funders. There was also a change of staff in the Pro-Vice 

Chancellor’s Office with the former Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research, Professor 

Lynn Gladden, concluding her role in December 2015. Her replacement Professor 

Chris Abell took over strategic management of the CSF at the beginning of his tenure 

in January 2016. 

 

The Public Engagement Advisory Group (PEAG) was formed to oversee the 

progress of CSF activities, and also to provide a platform for an effective exchange 

of views on PER. The PEAG was chaired by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research 

and consisted of senior academics with an active interest in public engagement, with 

the PE core team, the RSO and Communications representatives in attendance. 

These senior academics, appointed by Head of Schools, acted as School Academic 

Champions as points of contact for promoting PER and building strategies for PE 

within their respective Schools.  

 

PEAG meetings were held four times in Year 2. These focused primarily on reporting 

outcomes and approving recommendations for the PE review, and advising upon 

currently embedded CSF led strategic activities: PER Awards and the PE Starter 

Fund small grants scheme. In 2017, we started inviting guest speakers to PEAG 

meetings to share their institutions’ PE strategies and best practices in public 

engagement. This action also aimed to enhance the process of building network 

capacity across the University and wider community. To date we have welcomed 

speakers from University of Cambridge Global Challenges Forum, University of 

Cambridge Museums, and Cambridge Science Centre, Cambridge University Press. 

We plan to invite: Cambridge University Health Partners, the Institute for Continuing 

Education, Cambridge University Libraries and Cambridgeshire Council Libraries. 

PEAG meetings have proved a successful platform for consulting on PER and 

fostering dialogue on developing, executing and embedding PER initiatives. They 

have also offered potential future opportunities for collaborative PE projects with 

these institutions to emerge. This will facilitate the more active involvement of our 

institution in engaging local communities.     

 

Since the continuation of our Catalyst Seed Fund (September 2016 onwards), there 

have been six major developments that have impacted the context and delivery of 

the project (in a direct or indirect manner): 

 

- The Public Engagement review was conducted (September 2016 – August 

2017) and completed in September 2017, 

- Two strategic projects, initiated in 2016, were run successfully for the second 

time: PER Awards and PE Starter Fund, 

- The CSF Coordinator left the post in March 2017 to take up a new post in the 

University. The effect of this was mitigated by recruiting a Public Engagement 

Assistant to complete the CSF programme, 
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- Cambridge hosted the CSF meeting led by the NCCPE and attended by other 

Catalyst Seed Fund colleagues in July 2017, 

- The Wellcome Trust ISSF3 funding stream, that was aligned with CSF on 

some strategic activities, was relocated to the School of Clinical Medicine in 

August 2017 and is to be managed internally from there, 

- The University appointed a new Vice-Chancellor, Professor Stephen Toope, in 

September 2017. Professor Toope is replacing Sir Professor Leszek 

Borysiewicz and, as his predecessor, is hugely enthusiastic and supportive of 

formalising the process of embedding PER within our institution. 

 

At the institutional level the University decided to undertake a consultative review of 

public engagement to define strategic priorities and ensure these are appropriately 

resourced. Although the CSF programme did not instigate the review, the timeliness 

of undertaking such process was influenced by both CSF initiatives and associated 

self-assessment. In addition, both the CSF PI (Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research) 

and CSF Coordinator were actively involved in defining the scope and remit of the 

process. This remit included defining the respondents for the review and the 

questions to be asked. Professor Gerry Gilmore, one of our School Academic 

Champions, and Andrew Aldridge, Head of Internal Communications and Deputy 

Director, Office of External Affairs and Communications, led the review. The PEAG 

was updated with progress by regular reporting. Starting in February 2017, ~50 

academic and support staff were contacted internally via an online survey. Their 

responses then directed external consultation and a set of focus groups in early 

summer. Operational and strategic plans were consulted on with PEAG, agreed by 

September 2017, and approved by the Research Policy Committee in November 

2017.  

 

A list of 6 main recommendations was proposed: 

  

1. The University, through an appropriate central body or bodies, should endorse 

a vision for public engagement that has at its core the following key areas of 

commitment: 

a. Public engagement with research 

b. The University’s civic relationship with society 

c. Supporting academics undertake engaged research 

2. The Public Engagement Advisory Group should extend its remit to oversee 

the strategic development of public engagement with research, public 

engagement with a civic focus, as well as the delivery of a new public 

engagement action plan. 

3. The University should introduce a new annual Public Engagement conference 

run by the Office of External Affairs and Communications as part of its events 

portfolio. 
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4. The Public Engagement Advisory Group should oversee the launch of a new 

virtual centre for public engagement. This should be the central hub through 

which the PEAG engages with academics and PE coordinators interested in 

doing and improving public engagement. Recommendations 3 and 4 would 

play a key role in developing convening power in support of public 

engagement across the institution. 

5. The festivals budget should be increased, initially for a two-year period, to 

preserve the festivals as they are and to fund a new two-year post to take 

‘breakout packages’ to hard-to-reach communities. 

6. The Research Strategy Office and the Office for External Affairs and 

Communications should appoint a new fixed-term post from existing funds, or 

an external funder, to continue the CSF work, and more effectively link the 

policy and delivery work of the RSO and the PE core teams. 

The review is ultimately a success story in terms of institutional culture change, 

facilitated by the CSF, but a consequence has been that certain projects and 

initiatives have been put on hold until after the review has concluded and any 

changes implemented. 

 

As mentioned, the CSF and the Wellcome Trust ISSF funds were aligned to support 

strategic activities, e.g. Starter Fund grant scheme and training. As a result, this 

means that a proportion of CSF initiated activity will continue throughout ISSF 

funding.  

 

At a project level the management of CSF has been affected by the departure of the 

CSF Coordinator in March 2017. The subsequent appointment of the PE Assistant 

helped us carry out the final stage activities of the CSF programme. The University 

has also appointed a new Research Strategy Manager (Research Evaluation and 

Impact), with responsibility for delivery of the central University REF submission, 

Impact Acceleration grants, and oversight of public engagement with research as it 

relates to the impact agenda. A new Public Engagement with Research / Impact 

Coordinator (0.6FTE, 2 years) was appointed in April 2018 jointly between the PE 

core team and the RSO to continue and build on the outcomes of the CSF.
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DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE PROJECT 

 

Our approach to culture change at the University of Cambridge has come from two 

principal observations and assessments.  

The first was the lack of an overarching senior-level strategic framework at the 

University to guide public engagement provision and embed it alongside the 

research and impact agendas. This responds to RCUKs CSF aim to “create a culture 

within the HEI where excellent public engagement with research is better 

embedded…and integrated within policies, practices and procedures”. As such, 

strengthening senior academic oversight of PER has been the backbone for the work 

of our CSF. 

The second came from a more detailed self-assessment of the specific areas we 

could target to facilitate swifter culture change, carried out with the NCCPE EDGE 

tool. Our assessment highlighted room for improvement in the areas of ‘Recognition’ 

and some of the ‘People’ dimensions, which were classified as “Developing”. Our 

focus in response to this has therefore been on identifying best practice in PER, 

rewarding excellence, and extending the opportunities for more researchers to 

develop their PER activity. This meets RCUKs CSF aim for the institution to “develop 

a strategic approach where public engagement with research is supported, valued, 

and rewarded”.  

Governance of the CSF and the CSF coordinator role were initially positioned within 

the University PE core team and later transferred to the RSO. The RSO supports the 

Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research in managing strategic initiatives for impact, REF 

and knowledge exchange including Impact Acceleration Accounts (IAAs) and Higher 

Education Innovation Funding (HEIF). Transferring the management of the CSF to 

the RSO facilitated inclusion of PER in other institution-wide initiatives. Repositioning 

the role also strengthened existing partnership of CSF Coordinator and the RSO 

working on a number of CSF outputs including: 

 Co-running the Public Engagement with Research Awards and Impact 

Awards (July 2017), 

 Commissioning PER case studies as a resource useful in future selection of 

PER driven impact case studies for the upcoming REF2021 assessment, 

 Joint development of advice documents and webpages to support 

researchers in planning and evidencing public engagement, 

 Contributions to the Pathways to Impact working group, 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/public-engagement-with-research-case-studies
https://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html


DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE PROJECT 

 

14 

 

 Delivery of PE review to Research Policy Committee and General Board of 

the Faculties. 

The PE core team continued to provide advice and support training on public 

engagement with research and civic engagement for researchers and postgraduate 

students across six academic Schools. The PE core team, including the CSF 

coordinator (until June 2017), followed by the PE assistant (from March to December 

2017), worked to develop the messaging around PER and leverage the impact of 

existing and future public engagement activity. 

 

Additional support for public engagement is provided by staff based in Departments, 

Faculties and Institutes, whose roles incorporate elements of engagement and 

knowledge exchange. This includes the coordinators of cross-institution 

Interdisciplinary Research Centres (IRCs), Strategic Research Initiatives (SRI) and 

Strategic Research Networks (SRN) managed by the RSO. CSF funding allowed 

partnerships between the CSF coordinator and the PE core team, and the IRC, SRI, 

SRN coordinators to be exploited. 

Additionally, the CSF facilitated collaboration with the Wellcome Trust ISSF PE 

coordinator, including co-funding / supporting: 

 Public Engagement Starter Fund (previously Seed Fund): to provide financial 

support for public engagement with research activities, 

 The process of completing a joint Public Engagement strategy for the School 

of Clinical Medicine and the School of Biological Sciences 

 A new training offer for researchers in evidencing and evaluating their public 

engagement initiatives. 
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OUTPUTS, OUTCOMES & IMPACT AND LESSONS LEARNED  

 

Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

Continuation of 

awards on an 

institution-wide basis 

in partnership with 

awards for research 

impact.  

 

1. 

 

 A second annual 

competition for the 

Vice-Chancellor’s 

Awards for Public 

Engagement with 

Research was 

launched in 2017 

to recognise and 

reward excellence 

in PER across the 

University.  

 The Awards were 

managed and 

promoted in 

partnership with 

Vice-Chancellor’s 

Awards for Impact 

run by RSO. 

 Judging panel 

Resources produced:  

 Revised PER 

Awards application 

form 

 Revised PER 

Awards terms and 

conditions 

 Revised PER 

Awards judging 

guidelines 

 Vice-Chancellors 

Awards website 

content (PER and 

Impact) 

 Vice-Chancellors 

Awards promotional 

posters and emails 

(PER and Impact) 

 6 PER Award 

winners in 2017 

 12 PER Awards 

winners in total 

(out of ~100 

nominations) 

providing a set of 

best practice case 

studies 

 Huge interest and 

positive 

resonance with 

this project among 

the researcher 

and student 

community 

 Increased 

alignment 

between PER and 

 Continue to review 

how PER Awards 

could be tailored to 

be economically 

viable. 

 Plan to expand the 

remit to recognise 

and reward senior 

researchers, PhD 

and early stage 

researchers, PE 

professionals on 

department / faculty 

level. 

 Continue to review 

whether this 

scheme is the right 

approach to take to 

ensure adequate 

http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/impact/vice-chancellors-awards
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

appointed, 

including external 

representative 

from NCCPE and 

members of 

Public 

Engagement 

Advisory Group to 

encourage 

academic 

champion 

oversight. 

 Promotions via 

social media 

platform and 

bulletins, and 

direct email 

correspondence 

to IRC / SRI / 

SRN and 

department / 

faculty PE / 

Communications 

Impact Awards; 

greater coherence 

in structure and 

promotion. 

 Improved Awards 

resources that can 

be used as 

templates for 

future years. 

 Embedded 

mechanism for 

recognising and 

awarding a solid 

PER record within 

the research 

community. 

 Accredited 

support of the 

senior 

management via 

patronage from 

the Vice-

Chancellor 

recognition of PER. 

 Enhance 

collaboration with 

external PE 

professionals by 

using them as 

judges 

 Consider whether  

participation of 

PEAG (School 

Academic 

Champions) as 

judges risks bias 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

professionals   Established 

collaboration with 

external PE and 

PER professionals 

within the UK HEI 

network. 

Continuation of seed / 

starter fund in 

partnership with 

appropriate funding 

streams. 

 

1.   Review of key 

learning from PE 

seed fund 

conducted and 

minor changes 

agreed for next 

round e.g. 

renaming “Public 

Engagement 

Starter Grants”.  

 Starter Fund 

launched with a 

meticulously 

prepared 

promotional social 

media and online 

communication 

Resources produced:  

 Revised PE Starter 

Grants application 

form, guidance and 

judging criteria. 

 Final report 

structure for CSF-1 

seed fund grants. 

 PER Case Studies, 

based on the 

winning projects 

funded by 2016 PE 

Seed Fund, were 

created and used 

internally as 

guidance and 

support material for 

 55 applications 

received 

(compared to 49 

last year) with 

more being of 

higher quality 

proposed projects 

 Total project 

proposals funding 

request of £60k 

 8 grants awarded 

with a total value 

of £10k  

 Continued 

partnership 

between CSF and 

Wellcome Trust 

 Timelines for 

launch of grants 

scheme agreed at 

an early stage and 

their inclusivity of 

all public 

engagement 

platforms 

appropriately 

aligned with parallel 

programmes e.g. 

PER Awards, 

Festivals, ensured. 

 Provided and 

embedded the 

opportunity for 

supporting PE 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/public-engagement-with-research-case-studies
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

campaign.  

 Secured judging 

panel of two 

internal PE 

professionals and 

one external Head 

of PE  

 8 Winning projects 

were awarded  

 

Partner: Wellcome 

Trust ISSF 

researchers and 

PhD students.  

ISSF and 

determination to 

offer core PE 

grant support 

beyond CSF. 

  

projects financially.  

 Now it is important 

to consider how to 

better utilise this 

fund (a spend on 

emergency PE 

projects as part of 

the bigger PE 

events e.g. 

Festivals); or 

further relocate 

funds to cover PE 

projects (in different 

stages: 

dissemination, 

PER, engaged 

research)  

Continue to assess 

success of pilot 

school-based PER 

strategy. 

4.  Pilot School PER 

strategy (Arts and 

Humanities) 

approved by 

relevant School 

committees.  

 Email to School 

strategy focus 

group members 

(Arts and 

Humanities) to 

update on progress 

 Prompt for School 

to instigate deeper 

review of impact 

preparations. 

 Resources and 

procedures 

 Consider wider 

context of PE 

strategy at early 

stages of strategy 

development to 

highlight interlinked 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/projects-funded-through-the-2017-public-engagement-starter-fund
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

 Implementation 

paused until 

parallel Impact 

strategy agreed. 

 

with strategy 

implementation. 

created to be 

used in remaining 

Schools. 

agendas that may 

need reviewing in 

parallel. 

Initiate process to 

create targeted 

strategies for five 

remaining schools in 

consultation with 

staff. 

 

4.  New / 

replacement 

members of 

PEAG nominated 

by Heads of 

Schools with 

explicit purpose to 

develop School 

strategy. 

 Wellcome Trust 

ISSF post to lead 

development of 

two of five 

remaining 

strategies, sharing 

the workload and 

accelerating 

progress. 

 Heads of School 

and PE champions 

(PEAG) agreed on 

strategy 

development being 

a central purpose of 

nomination / role 

renewal. 

Three strategy 

meetings held; one 

with Technology PE 

champion, one with 

Physical Sciences 

PE champion, and 

one with Head of 

School of Biological 

Sciences and PE 

champion. 

 Two Schools are 

actively engaged 

in strategy 

development 

process. 

 Remaining 

Schools are ready 

to start with PE 

champions 

primed. 

 Liaising with a new 

appointment within 

the School of 

Clinical Medicine to 

complete a joint PE 

strategy for School 

of Biological 

Sciences and 

Clinical Medicine  

 Stagger the 

strategy 

development so 

that not 

undertaking all five 

Schools 

simultaneously. 

 Allow the academic 

champion to lead 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

 Conversations 

completed with 

School of 

Biological 

Sciences and 

School of Clinical 

Medicine for 

building a joint PE 

strategy  

 Drafting a joint 

strategy paused 

waiting on the 

recruitment of the 

new Wellcome 

Trust ISSF PE 

Co-ordinator fund 

to the School of 

Clinical Medicine 
 

Partner: Wellcome 

Trust ISSF 

(Biological Sciences 

and Clinical 

Medicine) 

 the process. 

 Pull in additional 

support from 

School or central 

team e.g. 

Wellcome Trust 

ISSF to enhance 

rate of progress. 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

Consider institution-

wide PER strategy in 

context of school-

based framework. 

4.  Approach, remit 

and format of first 

stage of University 

review of PE 

agreed.  

 PE review was 

complete in 

September 2017, 

with a report as a 

key deliverable. 

 Recommendation

s from the PE 

review to be 

raised at the 

senior 

management 

meetings: 

Research Policy 

Committee and 

General Board of 

the Faculties, 

seeking approval.  

 

 3 x PE review 

meetings held with 

members of PE and 

RSO teams. 

 Approach to review 

agreed, with CSF 

input. 

Resources produced 

 PE review report, 

with listing 

recommendations 

for future directions 

for PE within the 

institution. 

 University is in 

position to take 

deeper look at PE 

provision, in part 

due to CSF 

agenda. 

 Senior 

management is 

committed to 

implementing 

changes to central 

provision of PE 

following the 

review findings. 

 PER and Impact 

Officer to be 

instated to provide  

a link between the 

PE core team and 

the RSO and 

Vice-Chancellor’s 

Office 

 PER Secretariat 

 Process requires a 

supportive 

environment and 

timely factors e.g. 

REF to leverage 

resource and 

senior 

management buy-

in.  

 Being an active 

participant in 

review allows CSF 

priorities to be 

integrated. 

Identify set of 

strategic goals for the 

future. 

 

8. 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

(or hub) to be 

founded and co-

managed by PE 

core team and the 

RSO  

Continue to expand 

PEAG membership 

and remit. 

 

5.  New / 

replacement 

members of 

PEAG nominated 

by Heads of 

Schools with 

explicit purpose to 

develop School 

strategy. 

 PEAG 

membership 

expanded to 

include 

representative 

from University of 

Cambridge 

Museums, to 

foster 

 Four PEAG 

meetings held in 

CSF Year 2. 

Resources produced:  

 PEAG terms of 

reference. 

 Presentation 

detailing CSF 

progress and 

continuation period 

objectives. 

 

 

 Official terms of 

group agreed and 

can be used to 

guide future 

PEAG priorities. 

 PEAG members 

actively 

participated in 

advising process 

of PE review and 

running CSF 

activities in Year 

2. 

 

 Ensure any new 

members will 

contribute to the 

key goals of the 

group as laid out in 

terms of reference. 

 Ensure any 

replacements for 

the School 

champions are 

nominated by Head 

of School to 

leverage 

awareness and 

create ownership of 

PE. 

 PEAG remit to be 

extended to 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

collaboration and 

a shared 

approach through 

the largest public 

facing arm of the 

University. 

 Development of 

PEAG terms of 

reference to 

articulate 

membership, 

remit and duties of 

group members. 

 Inviting guest 

speakers from 

internal non-

School and 

external local 

institutions to 

present their PE 

strategies and 

offer future 

opportunities for 

provide advice on 

institutional PE 

programmes and 

events, and a 

platform for 

discussing and 

sparking cross-

School PE and 

PER projects 

 PEAG members to 

be accompanied by 

PE coordinators 

from Schools to 

foster cross-School 

dialogue and 

facilitate PE 

opportunities. 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

collaborations. 

Reporting structure of 

PEAG expanded to 

include submittal of 

annual paper to 

Research Policy 

Committee and 

regular reporting 

lines. 

5.  Report submitted 

to the University 

Research Policy 

Committee (RPC), 

January 2017. 

 

Resources produced:  

 Papers compiled 

for RPC including 

PEAG membership, 

PEAG terms of 

reference, CSF 

annual report, and 

CSF-2 business 

plan. 

 PEAG formally 

recognised in 

University 

management 

structure. 

 

 N/A 

Continue to grow 

subscription to 

monthly bulletin. 

Expand scope of 

bulletin to recognise 

PER success stories 

alongside PER 

opportunities. 

Promote PER 

opportunities on 

social media 

platforms (Twitter 

@CamUniEngage) 

3.  Review of 

subscription list, 

including 

breakdown per 

School conducted, 

and targeted 

emails used to 

promote increase 

in subscription 

from first target 

area (Clinical 

School) 

 Review of Twitter 

 Subscription list 

expanded from 500 

to 690 in the end of 

CSF Year 2. 

 Twitter followers 

raised from 700 to 

1,000 in the end of 

CSF Year 2. 

Resources produced:  

 Analysis of 

subscription list 

(January 2017) 

 Greater 

understanding of 

who is interested 

and engaged with 

PE across 

University.  

 Data can be used 

to inform future 

activity/initiative, 

as well as content 

for bulletin. 

 Significant content 

optimisation for 

 Take opportunity to 

promote bulletin to 

all staff you 

encounter, using 

parallel networks to 

promote where 

appropriate. 

 Continue to review 

content of bulletin 

to ensure it meets 

the needs of 

subscribers (e.g. 

Science vs Arts / 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/news/public-engagement-bulletins
https://twitter.com/camuniengage
https://twitter.com/camuniengage
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

followers and 

content posted. 

 Analysis of bulletin 

subscribers (June 

2017) 

 Analysis of social 

media (Twitter) 

campaign 

performance (June 

2017) 

 

the bulletin and 

Twitter.  

 Communications 

with individuals 

improved. 

Humanities 

balance) 

Deepen the 

messaging around 

PER through face-to-

face meetings and 

presentations across 

the institution. 

3. Meetings with 

Cambridge 

University Press, 

University of 

Cambridge 

Museums (full list 

in Sustainability 

Plans section) to 

align PER with 

parallel agendas 

or University 

subsidiaries. 

 10+ meetings held 

 

PEAG to consider 

role of subsidiaries 

(e.g. Cambridge 

University Press) and 

whether they should 

be associate 

members of group. 

PEAG to consider 

collaborating with 

internal non-School 

institutions and ensure 

their contribution to 

meetings as guest 

speakers. 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

Continue to seek 

opportunities to work 

in partnership and 

capitalise on shared 

agendas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continue to embed 

PER agenda with 

parallel work of 

partners, leveraging 

new position within 

RSO. Share best 

6.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. 

 Collaboration with 

Research 

Information team 

in Research 

Strategy Office to 

develop data 

collection 

questions under 

“Professional 

activities” on 

Symplectic 

Elements system.  

 Email to 

Departmental 

Administrators to 

determine what 

public 

engagement data 

is already being 

collected across 

the University and 

in what format to 

inform above. 

Resources produced:  

 PE record system 

embedded in 

Elements 

Symplectic. 

 Pathways to Impact 

Planning tool 

implemented in 

September 2017. 

 Guidelines how to 

use the PE module 

in Elements drafted 

and available 

online. 

 

 New opportunities 

taken to integrate 

PER into a range 

of platforms and 

policies. 

 PE data will be 

collected and 

utilised for 

different purposes 

in the future (e.g. 

identifying PE 

networks, 

inclusion in Impact 

and REF2021) 

 Take advantage of 

shared agendas, 

and working 

collaboratively to 

maximise 

integration of PER 

through access to 

University 

expertise. 

https://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html
https://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

practice with PE 

colleagues and 

academic champions. 

 Production and 

test running of 

Impact Planning 

tool for 

researchers and 

impact facilitators 

in partnership with 

Working Group 

and digital 

communications 

team. 

 Work in 

partnership with 

REF colleagues in 

RSO to create 

resources to 

advise on 

planning impactful 

PE. 

Conduct 

comprehensive 

evaluation of 

progress to date 

8.  Evaluation 

consultant 

employed to 

Resources produced: 

 CSF evaluation 

report, based on 

 CSF evaluation 

showed that the 

CSF activities 

 Focus on 

supporting PE 

coordinators on 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

using EDGE tool, led 

by original and 

revised aims and 

objectives. 

proceed with 

evaluating project 

for CSF.  

 PE case studies 

produced and 

available online 

for internal use 

and further 

distribution within 

research and 

student 

community 

 

the survey for 

individuals involved 

in public 

engagement: 

researchers, PE 

coordinators, 

Communications, 

PhD students, and 

13 interviews with 

CSF key 

stakeholders 

 6 PER Case 

Studies as a 

resource for 

showcasing good 

quality engagement 

projects (these 

were based on 

2016 PE Seed 

Fund winning 

projects) 

have resonated 

well within the 

senior 

management and 

were most 

impactful there 

and on RSO and 

the University 

governance 

 CSF impact was 

least seen across 

PE coordinators 

on department 

and faculty level 

department / faculty 

level 

 Continue to seek 

support from CSF 

community and 

share best practice 

in delivering 

sustainable and 

integrated culture 

change around 

PER. 

Continue analysis of 

institutional progress 

against nine EDGE 

tool criteria, with 

focussed look at 

‘Recognition’ and 

‘People’. 

2. 

Produce case studies 

of culture change 

amongst senior staff 

and PER award 

winners. 

8.  

Collect case studies 

of senior level 

commitment to PER. 

2, 

Conduct in depth 

survey of researcher 

2.   Questions for 

survey drafted. 

 Dr Anita Krishnamurthi, acting as a Special Advisor to the PE core 

team, joined the team in September 2017 and is taking the lead to 
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Your CSF project 

objective 

(from CSF 

continuation business 

plan) 

Link to 

RCUK CSF 

Objective 

(Number *) 

Rationale and Key 

activities 

Outputs  Outcomes and 

Impacts/Legacy 

Learning/things you 

would approach 

differently in future 

community; including 

identification of 

appropriate 

benchmarks to be 

assessed on an 

annual basis. 

Implementation 

paused until after 

University review 

of public 

engagement 

conducted. 

 

Partner: 

Wellcome Trust  

ISSF  

document and analyse the wide range of public engagement efforts 

across the university.  Her aim is to help identify synergies and gaps 

with the goal of improving collaboration and discovering unmet needs 

to engage schools and the public. 

 
* RCUK PER CSF Programme Objectives: 

1. Build on the progress of CSF funded activities in the initial funding period  

2. Continue to take stock of your Institutions support for public engagement using the NCCPE’s self-assessment EDGE tool14 and appropriate base line surveys (this 

will include looking at senior level commitment and engagement with PER principles).  

3. Further develop a shared understanding of the purpose, value, meaning and role of public engagement to staff and students within your organisation.  

4. Develop a longer-term strategic approach and forward plans to embed public engagement with research across the institution within strategies, policies, structures 

and processes identifying clear targets both within and beyond the funded period.  

5. Secure high level leadership and buy-in in the form of a senior champion (or champions) for public engagement with research, whom is able to drive strategic and 

operational change. 

6. Implement any areas you can quickly and efficiently target action to make a significant and longer-term difference in embedding public engagement with research 

within your institution.  

7. Consider how you will develop the public engagement capacity and capabilities of your researchers through support, training and development.  

8. Make appropriate evaluation provision.  

9. Build on the HEIs strengths in public engagement and complement other sources of support (e.g. Impact Acceleration Accounts, Higher Education Innovation Funding 

(HEIF) and the Wellcome Trust’s Institutional Strategic Support Fund (ISSF).  

10. Take on board the learning from the Beacons for Public Engagement, PER Catalysts and the NCCPE in developing best practice to realise culture change. 
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The culture of PER at the University of Cambridge has changed in a number of 

significant ways through the course of our Catalyst Seed Fund. Below we break 

down our progress in the CSF continuation period, September 2016 – August 2017, 

in reference to the appropriate dimensions of the National Coordinating Centre for 

Public Engagement EDGE tool.  

In both our original and continuation CSF business cases we proposed we would 

target the areas of “recognition”, which fell under the “Process” dimension, as well as 

several parts of the “People” dimension (highlighted in Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1: EDGE tool self-assessment of CSF progress after Year 1 and Year 2, 

and future aims. 

1 = Embryonic, 2 = Developing, 3 = Gripping, 4 = Embedding 
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https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/support-it/self-assess-with-edge-tool
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Leadership  

Gripping 

We have achieved “Gripping” (Level 3) at the end of the CSF programme as we 

strengthened our position during the year. We secured official reporting of the Public 

Engagement Advisory Group (PEAG) into the University Research Policy committee 

(January 2017) and agreed a formal terms of reference to guide the remit and future 

membership of the group. We expanded the membership to include representation 

from the University Museums and recruited four replacement academic champions, 

in consultation with the relevant Heads of School, to drive forward PE strategy 

development. As a result we held preliminary strategy conversations with two 

academic Schools (Biological Sciences and Technology), one involving the Head of 

School. Our pilot strategy for School of Arts and Humanities (drafted during the 

previous CSF period) was approved by the relevant School committees and has 

prompted development of a wider School Impact Strategy, of which the PE strategy 

would form a component part, or complementary arm.  

Mission  

Gripping 

As a result of the implementation of a comprehensive University-wide review of 

public engagement at Cambridge, we moved into “Gripping”, and will continue to 

progress through “Embedding” (Level 4). The review enabled us to define a set of 

key strategic goals for public engagement at the University, through consultation with 

researchers, administrative and support staff. We are able now to, for the first time, 

frame public engagement in the context of the specific priorities of our institution; 

with associated resourcing that allows public engagement to thrive. A key 

recommendation from the PE review states that:  

“the University should endorse a vision for public engagement that has at its 

core the following key areas of commitment: PER, the University’s civic 

relationship with society and supporting academics undertake engaged 

research.“ 

 

As mentioned previously, the University mission statement does not explicitly 

discuss public engagement but does reference contributions “to society” through 

“education, learning, and research”. As a result of the review we expect that a 

definition of PE will be agreed, with consideration of our institutional context. An 

agreed Cambridge “vision” will then be promoted extensively across the institution. 

 

 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/about-the-university/how-the-university-and-colleges-work/the-universitys-mission-and-core-values
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Communication  

Gripping 

Our progress in communication has been relatively moderate throughout the 

continuation period as the main focus was on evaluating the performance of 

methods of communications (via monthly bulletin and a social media platform – 

Twitter account), initiated in CSF Year 1.  

We continued collaborating with the Internal, Digital and Research Communications 

(all in Office for External Affairs and Communications) teams resulting in the frequent 

featuring of our main PER strategic initiatives through their channels, e.g. presenting 

results of PE Starter Fund or the PER Awards winners in 2017, alongside with 

frequent news on PE core team events and activities (primarily Cambridge Festivals 

related material).  

We continued to make use of CSF-related resources such as the monthly public 

engagement bulletin and public engagement team flyers. The performance of the 

bulletin and Twitter account was analysed so that the future content could be 

optimised to better meet our subscribers and followers’ needs. We undertook an in-

depth analysis of our bulletin subscription list; discovering a good distribution across 

our six Academic Schools and affiliated offices. We took opportunities, where 

presented, to promote the bulletin and social media channel (Twitter account) to 

specific subsets of the University which resulted in 100+ more subscribers. Two 

social media campaigns, focused on promoting and active advertising of PER 

Awards and PE Starter Fund grants scheme, resonated well with our followers in the 

tweetosphere, and raised interest not only in these campaigns but also in the PE 

core team, in general.  

There is a plan in place to recreate the PE core team website so that it showcases 

good quality PE work across the institution and provides opportunities for the 

research and student community to get involved. In addition, our 6 publicly available 

PER Award films allowed us to dynamically showcase best practice across a broad 

range of research areas. What is more, CSF Year 2 saw the production of 6 PER 

case studies, based on the PE Seed Fund 2016 winning projects. This resource is 

available internally to our researchers and students to be used as guidance or 

inspiration for embarking upon their PE work. It is also available externally to 

showcase the scope and diversity of PE activities undertaken by our researchers 

and students. We plan to create a library of good quality PE case studies, focusing 

on different criteria: (i) PE dissemination, (ii) PER, (iii) PER leading to achieve 

research impact. This future plan will also involve reinforcing our collaboration with 

the RSO and Communications teams. Outputs from the review of public engagement 

may result in additional materials, webpages and resources that can be shared 

across the University.  

 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/news/public-engagement-bulletins
https://twitter.com/camuniengage
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sx4z0vMBFI4&list=PLoEBu2Q8ia_ORYxbm5zIMEG6teaX-hom5
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/public-engagement-with-research-case-studies
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/public-engagement-with-research-case-studies
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Learning  

Gripping 

 

We continued to address the “Learning” dimension during the CSF continuation 

period; through the provision of targeted training. Substantial progress was made 

with Wellcome Trust ISSF support to provide themed training sessions on: how to 

communicate your research to different audiences, how to engage different 

audiences, and how to work with schools. We formed links with external trainers and 

charities (e.g. the Brilliant Club) providing these training sessions and we plan to 

continue these collaborations in the future. Post-CSF training on evaluation and 

evidencing of public engagement will continue as this is important both for 

encouraging a reflective and evolving approach and for preparation of impact cases.   

Recognition  

 

Gripping moving towards Embedding 

Aspects of “Recognition” met the “Embedding” benchmark with our flagship Public 

Engagement with Research Awards launched for a second year. The Awards 

application form and guidance were revised from 2016, to reflect the learning taken 

from the first iteration. This included greater clarity on what constitutes public 

engagement with research and guidance on submitting a more focused public 

engagement portfolio, rather than a CV of historical PE activity.  

We also reviewed our judging guidelines, with the revised judging process now being 

chaired by a member of the PEAG to ensure greater executive oversight. We 

improved the co-running of the awards process, under the banner of “Vice-

Chancellor’s Awards” with awards for Impact. The greater synergy between the two 

sets of Awards was aided by the repositioning of the CSF role into the Research 

Strategy Office, from which the Impact Awards are coordinated. This year the 

Awards shared a webpage, and a promotional marketing campaign to showcase 

both bodies of work as aligned, but with distinct agendas. As previously, a 

researcher can enter both Awards, with public engagement able to form the basis of 

an Impact award application, in a similar capacity to a future REF Impact case.  

More limited progress was made with the recognition of public engagement through 

academic promotions. The University review of the Senior Academic Promotions 

framework is ongoing, and public engagement will be one of the items that can be 

considered as part of “General Contribution”. We liaised with the Office of 

Postdoctoral Affairs on postdoctoral promotions structures in order to ensure that 

public engagement should form part of a future University framework or guidance. 

 

 

http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/impact/vice-chancellors-awards
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Staff  

Gripping 

We continued to run the PE Starter Fund grants scheme successfully, in partnership 

with Wellcome Trust ISSF. 8 applicants were awarded with grants to proceed with 

their proposed PER activities. What is important to note here is that more interest 

was seen (as we received higher number of applications compared to last year; ~120 

applicants (and their research teams) in 2 years of running the grants scheme), with 

a total requested amount of ~£140k (in 2 years of running this grants scheme). This 

shows that there is a growing awareness and demand for financial support with PE 

in the researcher and postgraduate student community. By introducing the scheme, 

we have shown that offering financial support to pursue PE projects is of huge value 

and most needed. We are however aware of the fact that this financial help in the 

form of the grants scheme has not met the demand. Even though the offered help 

was small in size (£20k in two years of running the grants scheme), this provided the 

opportunity to research staff to undertake innovative public engagement with 

research activity and access bespoke training and support. On an operational level, 

it did show that it is worth the effort to set up this opportunity by involving a 

collaborative approach via utilising different PER funding streams. This approach 

proved successful, and thus will be applied in the future to ensure the continuation of 

providing this opportunity for financial support towards PER projects.  

The previous grant holders from CSF Year 1 submitted their final evaluation reports 

in March 2017, and these informed future iterations of the scheme. The learning from 

the CSF Year 1 PE Seed Fund winning projects was transcribed into a tangible 

resource in the form of PER Case Studies. This resource, available online on the PE 

website, showcases good quality PE projects and gives guidance for researchers on 

what successful PE activities look like and how to embark upon their PE.  

Ultimately, we have been able to ensure that as well as recognising excellence 

through our PER awards, we have driven a pipeline of excellence through the grants 

scheme, and supported much needed researcher development in PER. CSF has 

enabled us to build more structured opportunities for many staff members to get 

involved in PE across all faculties and departments.  

Furthermore, we started inviting PE professionals from local institutions to PEAG 

meetings. Apart from presenting their institutions’ PE strategies and sharing common 

practices, future opportunities for collaboration on PE projects are identified. These 

are discussed further with PEAG members or the PE core team. It is an excellent 

model showing huge potential for offering more opportunities for our researchers to 

be involved in PER work, and thus contribute to local communities. 

The University review of public engagement provided a preliminary platform for 

collecting the perspectives of staff and understanding their priorities when it comes 

to engagement. The wider staff survey proposed in the continuation business plan 
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was therefore put on hold until this more targeted review consultation took place. 

However, we recognise that understanding the needs of the community you are 

seeking to support is integral to the success of public engagement at Cambridge. A 

future survey will allow us to build on analysis of the Factors Affecting Public 

Engagement survey and ultimately improve our provision and strategic priorities for 

PER in the longer term. 

Overall there are a number of EDGE tool areas that have not been directly 

influenced by our CSF. A minimum effort was put to drive them forward during the 

continuation period, and future plans have been established. These EDGE tool areas 

include: 

1. “Support” for coordinating public engagement activities, which was already a 

relative strength of Cambridge’s public engagement approach with our festivals 

and public engagement core team. Based on the PE review outcomes and 

recommendations, the University will launch a new virtual centre for public 

engagement. This will be the central hub through which the PEAG engages with 

academics and coordinators interested in pursuing and improving public 

engagement. Additionally, the Research Strategy Office and the Office of 

External Affairs and Communications (OEAC) will appoint a new fixed-term post 

from other funds to continue the work of the CSF and more effectively link the 

policy and delivery work of both teams. One of the primary duties of this new post 

will be to provide support for coordinating PE activities through  (i) a PE network, 

(ii)  a new annual Public Engagement Conference as part of the OEAC events 

portfolio, (iii)  new  ways of rewarding and recognising PE professionals, their 

work and commitment towards PER across faculties and departments.  

2. “Students” and “Public”, the latter being the requirement to assess community 

needs, provide access to facilities and programmes, and implement a systematic 

way facilitate public feedback and involvement in research. 
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Public Engagement and Impact 

 

A key outcome and achievement of our CSF programme has been the alignment of 

Public Engagement with Research with the Impact agenda. Further integration 

occurred in the CSF Year 2, following the CSF role repositioning to the RSO and 

appointment of the Public Engagement Assistant.  

Firstly, a new project was initiated looking at collection and recording of public 

engagement data at the University. Our Research Information team, also based in 

RSO, had been looking to improve the “Professional Activities” section of the 

University data management system, Symplectic. The public engagement and 

communication tab of this section became a pilot for this review. As a first step, we 

surveyed departmental administrators to ask what public engagement data was 

already being collected. This returned a very mixed picture, with enthusiasm for 

some central guidance of what is important to record. We then edited the question 

set on Symplectic to better integrate the information the University would find 

strategically important, with the reporting requirements of funders. The current 

framework of questions was reviewed and approved by the PEAG in March 2017, 

with a launch of the new data collection framework to administrative staff in October 

2017.  

A protocol for the public engagement activity data collection through Symplectic 

Elements was redrafted. A summary is provided below.  

The Professional Activities module in Elements formerly contained categories 

developed based on specific needs e.g. REF2014. Subsequent use of these 

categories has revealed a number of duplications and inconsistencies, as well as 

areas of activity which are under-represented.  A need for additional guidance as to 

what should be recorded where has also been identified. In particular, public 

engagement, outreach and communications activities were significantly under-

represented in Elements (or at best hidden from comprehensive reporting). This was 

true for centrally coordinated activities such as the flagship PE festival events: 

Cambridge Science Festival and Festival of Ideas as well as events and activities 

organised at departmental and individual level.   

External reporting and requirements 

Where possible, the data collected through the new structure has been designed to 

be compatible with and facilitate responses to external reporting requirements, such 

as the Higher Education - Business and Community Interaction Survey (HE-BCIS). 

At the time of writing specific requirements which may form part of the next REF 

exercise are not fully known. It is envisaged that changes or additions may be made 

either to the framework, or to the guidance provided, to take account of any relevant 

issues which may emerge in this respect. 
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The guidance on the new Professional Activities module is live and can be found 

here https://www.vle.cam.ac.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=6456351 (Raven protected). 

The transfer of material between categories was completed successfully by the end 

of August 2017, and additional uploads of material are ongoing to increase the 

volume and scope of data on Cambridge Festival and Research Communications 

activity.  This currently stands at around 2,500 items.  Adjustments may still be 

required to reflect REF2021 guidance when this is supplied by HEFCE.  The 

integration of Professional Activities with other modules within the system is also 

ongoing and subject to this, communication to encourage usage, and potentially 

uncover additional data sources is planned for early 2018. 

In a separate development, our existing work with the Pathways to Impact working 

group culminated in a test version of our Impact Planning tool being completed in 

September 2017. This tool is designed to support researchers in planning impact-

related activity, with a view to improve the quality of Pathways to Impact statements 

in grant applications. PER has been a thread throughout development of the tool, 

and two new advice documents were produced “Public Engagement: Planning for 

Impact” and “Public Engagement: Gathering evidence of Impact” which are now 

available on a new “Evidencing Impact” tab of the RSO website. The Impact 

Planning tool was launched in early 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.vle.cam.ac.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=6456351
http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/impact/evidencing-impact
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A. Research Strategy Office – Reflection on the CSF  

 

In September 2017, a month after the CSF programme expired, Research Strategy 

Office staff was asked to complete survey aimed to:  

(i) provide feedback on how the CSF activities have resonated within 

(ii) evaluate on how (if) the CSF programme has influenced their views on 

PER and their job profiles. 

A closer collaboration with the Research Strategy Office has been one of the top 

priorities specified in the Cambridge University CSF business plan. This 

collaboration has greatly helped raise the profile of public engagement with research 

among the senior management of the university, including the Vice-Chancellor’s 

Office, Research Operations Office, Research Strategy and Information Office. The 

CSF Coordinator and the Wellcome Trust ISSF Co-ordinator posts were moved to 

the Research Strategy Office and worked under the line management of the Head of 

Impact Acceleration. A shared office space enabled strong relationships to be built 

with the staff from the Research Operations Office, Research Information Office, 

Research Excellence Framework (REF) and Research Impact teams. This has 

enabled the exchange of knowledge on PER and raised the profile of PER as one of 

the pathways to achieve research impact. As this element of the public engagement 

with research driven research impact is taking an important role in the upcoming 

REF2021 assessment of the quality of research in the UK higher education 

institutions, introducing and sustaining a common platform for PE and RSO teams 

has been and will be a top priority. This platform is one of the key achievements of 

the CSF programme.  

 

There are two main reasons why the Research Strategy Office staff have been 

interested in PER: (i) PER being one of the routes to achieve and measure research 

impact, and (ii) PER driven research impact has become more significant in the 

REF2021 assessment guidelines. This is why it was important for the RSO staff to 

learn more about the PER concept, apart from boosting their professional 

development and enhancing a general interest in public engagement and 

communications. PER is of high relevance to the Impact team agenda. Raising 

awareness of the concept of PER through CSF has led to identifying  a strong 

synergy between the aims of the CSF and Impact Acceleration Accounts, IAAs – 

research councils’ led block awards made to research organisations to promote all 

routes to impact including PER. Subsequently, more PER projects are to be funded 

by the Cambridge based IAAs.    

The PEAG has become a useful forum to provide academic oversight and strategic 

input for PER. The PER Awards have provided an excellent opportunity to recognise 

and celebrate excellence in PER. The PER Starter Fund grants scheme fills a gap in 
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funding to enable researchers to undertake PER. Inclusion of PER data in Research 

Information products is valuable in the lead up to REF2021 assessment.  

To summarise, according to the Research Strategy Office, all of the CSF supported 

strategic activities: closer collaboration with the PE team, sustaining the PEAG, 

inclusion of PER data in Research Information products, building and increasing 

awareness of PER in Research Impact and REF2021 teams, co-running Impact and 

PER Awards and co-managing Public Engagement Starter Fund small grants 

scheme, would be worth continuing. However, the extent to which this can be 

delivered will depend on the level of resource available to support bespoke PER 

activities. It is essential that the joint working is continued to identify and sustain 

opportunities for the IAAs and other available funding streams to fund PER activities.  
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B. Research and Postgraduate Student Community – Reflection on the CSF 

 

An online survey was prepared for individuals (researchers, postgraduate students, 

administrative and support staff including Public Engagement and Communications 

Coordinator) to provide feedback on how the concept of PER resonates with them. 

The survey also meant to identify the views of the individuals keen on and involved 

in public engagement on how their public engagement activities have changed 

following on the implementation of the CSF led programme. 

 

The evaluation draws on data from the survey collected from the individuals. This 

survey was promoted by Public Engagement bulletin and Twitter, and sent to PE 

bulletin / Festivals mailing lists, and cascaded to PE / Communications / Outreach 

Coordinators within departments, faculties, Strategic Research Initiatives/Networks 

(SRIs / SRNs) and interdisciplinary research centres (IRCs). 40 respondents 

provided their feedback on both the views about public engagement support and 

culture, and changes in public engagement with research during the Catalyst Seed 

Fund. 

 

B.1. Views about Public Engagement Support and Culture 

 

The survey revealed that respondents were aware of a number of internal sources of 

support for overcoming challenges with public engagement with research at the 

University of Cambridge.  

The survey asked about barriers to extending involvement in PE. Respondents 

pointed to challenges such as a lack of funding and other support from the institution 

and colleagues, time constraints, problems in the communication between various 

levels of the university (central-school-department-research group), insufficient 

institutional recognition of the value of PE, a lack of awareness of existing resources 

for supporting PE and a lack of support staff to enable implementation. 

Respondents were asked to identify who they would contact if they needed support 

for PE activities. 84% of respondents stated that their departmental contact for public 

engagement was either the ‘most important’ (48%) or ‘important’ (36%) source of 

public engagement support. Moreover, 80% identified academic colleagues as 

important (52%) or the most important (28%) contact for help with public 

engagement. The Central PE team was identified by 56% of respondents as the 

most important or ‘important’ public engagement support contact. The potential 

contacts for public engagement support that were identified as least important were 

the ‘public engagement champions’ at the level: Only 20% of respondents identified 

these champions as ‘important’ while 32% identified them as the ‘least important’ 

contact, and nearly half (48%) selected ‘not applicable’ for this category.  
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24% of the respondents identified ‘other’ contacts for support with PE activities 

including the research funder STFC (Science & Technology Facilities Council), unit 

managers, colleagues outside the University of Cambridge and external public 

engagement experts.  

Respondents were asked whether they had used or heard of key PE support 

mechanisms available at the University of Cambridge (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Percentage of respondents who had used / heard of each PE support 

mechanism 

 PE with 

research 

awards 

PE Seed 

Fund 

PE 

Bulletin 

Advice 

and 

support 

in 

applying 

for PE 

funding 

Advice: 

design, 

deliver, 

evaluate 

PE 

activities 

Advice 

on 

evidencin

g impact 

from PE 

Provision 

of 

training 

workshop

s 

Provision 

of places 

to 

network 

Used 

service 
32 16 64 28 44 24 36 36 

Never 

heard of 
20 28 12 24 28 36 32 24 

 

Clearly the Public Engagement Bulletin has been the mechanism of PE support that 

has gained the greatest visibility, based on the present sample. It is equally clear that 

there are gaps in awareness of available sources of support. This was best captured 

by the following data extracts responding to the list of support mechanisms in the 

table: 

“I can't believe all this support exists. I have done a large amount of 

outreach during my time at Cambridge, and it has always been entirely 

self-motivated. Often at the behest of the department after they have 

been contacted and requested to do outreach by schools/charities. 

Sometimes the department provides a small amount of funding, but no 

other support has been offered / suggested. Not in terms of looking for 

funding/helping design outreach activities or anything else.” 

That highlights the challenge of a small core support limits the amount of help 

individuals can get.  

Another survey question asked respondents to select organisations, publications or 

schemes from a list if they were aware of them, had interacted with them, or used 

their resources. 71% of respondents selected “Pathways to impact guidance from 

Research Councils”. 57% of respondents also pointed at “Wellcome Provision for PE 

/ PE Fund”. “National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement” was indicated in 
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29% of responses. 14% of respondents did not identify any of these options. Here 

are examples of some of the explanations offered by respondents: 

‘I never heard of these provisions (except the Wellcome Trust PE 

team) so I never used any of these’. 

Indeed, the survey results show that, as one respondent put it, ‘these forms of 

support probably need better publicity!’.  

B.2. Changes in public engagement with research during the CSF 

Respondents indicated that their public engagement experience had increased over 

the two-year period when the Catalyst Seed Fund was taking place. In particular, 

some respondents said they had increased their engagement with the community 

and schools. The survey respondents reported a new communications and public 

engagement strategy of reaching out to specific audiences, sometimes with the 

support of the Catalyst Seed Fund’s small public engagement grants. Other 

explanations from respondents emphasise idiosyncratic reasons for the reported 

changes.  

Respondents pointed to factors that can help embed PE with research. These 

include support from the department and university, a well-organised central PE 

team with good management and communication, public interest in the specific 

research topic or findings, support from senior staff, university/department/unit 

recognition of the value of PE involvement, available funding and training. Moreover, 

there was general support for maintaining the PE support initiatives associated with 

the Catalyst Seed Fund, especially the Public Engagement Seed Fund, networking 

opportunities, Public Engagement Bulletin, advice services and training workshops.  

When asked what would encourage greater public engagement involvement, 

respondents emphasised access to PE funding (24%), formal recognition of value of 

PE activities by the institution (20%), support from senior colleagues (20%) and 

contribution to career progression (16%).   
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These results suggest that career-related concerns are the most significant barrier to 

greater public engagement participation.  

Respondents offered several specific recommendations for organisational 

improvements relating to public engagement with research. It was suggested that 

public engagement should “be more embedded in the university's work as a whole, 

seen less like an add-on”. A respondent from the School of Clinical Medicine 

proposed: “Funding for PE support staff shared between institutes and departments 

would also make it possible to do more activities and to join up PE strategies”. Other 

recommendations focused on practical ways to improve public engagement through 

better opportunities to showcase researchers’ work, networking, advanced training, 

mentoring, promotion of existing opportunities, and usage of social media.  

To summarise, key findings from the survey include: 

 

 Survey results show progress from the perspective of respondents, and 

support for maintaining the initiatives rolled out by the Catalyst Seed Fund. 

 However, the survey results also point to gaps in visibility of public 

engagement support mechanisms. 

 There was a clear steer from respondents that more formal and informal 

recognition of the value of public engagement was needed to drive greater 

public engagement involvement. 

 It is clear from survey data that the Catalyst Seed Fund has sparked important 

changes at the university, which have been beneficial from the perspectives of 

a variety of stakeholders. Some of these changes have been highly visible 

such as the Public Engagement Awards, while other changes have been less 

dramatic and much more incremental, such as the inclusion of public 

engagement within promotion criteria to a limited extent.  

 However, the most visible and widely used initiative was the Public 

Engagement Bulletin. This suggests that there is a great demand for effective 

internal communication about public engagement and signposting to available 

resources for support. 
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C. Public Engagement core team – Reflection on the CSF 

 

In October 2017, the PE core team provided their feedback on the impact of the CSF 

programme.  

Upon the award of the CSF programme in August 2015, a new PE officer was 

appointed. This role was repositioned to the Research Strategy Office to build and 

facilitate collaboration with the RSO. CSF Coordinator’s work with the PE core team 

focused mostly on informing, consulting, collecting feedback and gathering advice on 

CSF triggered strategic activities, and providing updates on a growing collaboration 

with the Research Strategy Office (Research Information Office, Impact and 

REF2021 team).  

 

According to the PE core team, the main achievements of the CSF were: (i) raising a 

profile of PER across the senior management structure, (ii) building professional 

relationships with the RSO, Vice-Chancellor’s Office, Communications Office and 

Academic Champions via PEAG, and (iii) supporting the PE review initiated by the 

PE core team to identify the state of PE across the institution and recommend 

solutions to streamlining PE governance processes and activities.  

 

Apart from a stream of the PE core team pre-CSF activities (already in place, 

primarily focused on organising Festivals, running PE events and providing PE 

support for researchers and students), a second stream of the RSO-based CSF-led 

PER-focused initiatives has emerged. These two streams were considered parallel 

by the PE core team, so that an effort from the PE core team was put to minimise a 

gap between them - to achieve synergy and efficiency on both fronts on bespoke 

activities. The PE core team had expressed the will to participate actively and 

collectively in the RSO-led PER initiatives through dialogue and regular meetings of 

both teams. These meetings would allow setting up an effective platform that would 

mutually benefit both teams. These benefits would include identifying common 

opportunities, listing common aims, flagging up challenges, and setting directions on 

efficient and more collaborative PER work agenda.  

 

The PE core team agreed on the huge value being brought to the institution by the 

CSF supported PER strategic initiatives. These include: founding PEAG, co-running 

PER Awards and providing the opportunity of financial support for PE work through 

the Starter Fund small grants scheme. The process of implementing (CSF-Year 1) 

and embedding them (CSF-Year 2) was praised. All these activities are worth 

continuing, yet more work is needed to tailor them so they (i) better represent the 

initial objectives, (ii) meet the condition of being economically viable, and (iii) more 

effectively resonate within the university staff and students’ environment.   
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Another opportunity that the CSF 2-year programme was not able to fully exploit was 

to improve the communication with PE professionals across the university on 

departmental, faculty and research group levels. It is recommended that post-CSF 

work should explore a bottom-up approach of improving the communications 

mechanisms and processes with the PE professionals across departments and 

faculties. This will raise their professional profiles by setting up a platform for 

collective knowledge sharing (PE conference), and formalising a PE network, that 

essentially reinforce importance of PE on the departmental and faculty level. 

 

In the run up to the upcoming REF2021 assessment, in which PER is expected to 

play a more significant role, and for the sake of keeping the CSF legacy across the 

university by sustaining CSF strategic activities, it is strongly recommended  that 

symbiotic relationship  should be facilitated between all members of the PE core 

team and the RSO. This relationship can be fostered by building a collective 

dialogue, enhancing active participation and streamlining administrative processes 

within the senior management area. 

 

D. Summary: Bringing CSF PER to Research Strategy Office  

 

 

In order to maximise our efforts on delivering the successful CSF programme, the 

CSF PER Coordinator role was repositioned to the Research Strategy Office at the 

end of the first year of the CSF funding, This model of integrating CSF activities into 

the Research Strategy Office agenda strengthened the PER profile within the 

Research Office and facilitated inclusion of PER in other institution-wide initiatives. In 

particular, the CSF Coordinator and RSO staff worked together on REF2021 

guidance, the Vice-Chancellor’s Impact and Public Engagement with Research 

Awards, the Public Engagement Starter Fund grants scheme, the development of an 

online Pathways to Impact tools and including public engagement activity in research 

information systems.  

 

The move therefore unlocked new opportunities for embedding PER more effectively 

in the University’s research support services. Perhaps even more significant is the 

fact that the location of the CSF in the RSO facilitated close oversight by the Pro-

Vice-Chancellor for Research (PI of the CSF project). This vicinity (in a literal and 

metaphorical sense) has helped keep the CSF PER agenda as a high priority, 

raising the profile of PE and achieving recognition from senior university leadership.  

 

Having secured the institutional support from the Pro-Vice-Chancellor on the CSF 

agenda helped with pursuing further consultations for building potential PE strategies 

across the Schools. The institutional support, achieved through the adopted central, 

top-down approach, provided a sufficient buy-in for piloting the production of a PE 
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strategy for School of Arts and Humanities, and cleared the way for completing a 

joint PE strategy for School of Clinical Medicine and School of Biological Sciences.  

 

Heads of Schools were tasked to nominate Academic Champions to serve on the 

Public Engagement Advisory Group. These individuals, who are academic staff with 

extensive experience and interest in public engagement, not only have become a 

point of contact for the PE core team and CSF Coordinator, but have also started 

and continued the active promotion of PER and the building of PER networks within 

the Schools. Dr Ljiljana Fruk, PE Academic Champion for the School of Technology 

and a PEAG member (from 2016 onwards), initiated a series of Public Engagement 

Masterclasses for School of Technology students and staff, whereas Dr Helene 

Doerflinger and Dr Giles Yeo organise a PE Professionals network within the School 

of Clinical Medicine and the School of Biological Sciences. These Schools-level 

initiatives led by the PE Academic Champions are a result of the central, top down 

approach that originated from the creation of the PEAG. 

 

To summarise, through adopting the central top-down approach for implementing the 

CSF programme in the University of Cambridge, we have met four overarching aims 

(as stated in the RCUK Catalyst Seed Fund 2015 Business Plan): 

  

- Public Engagement with Research strategies were developed; 

- The mechanisms for recognising and rewarding PER among the research staff 

and research students involved were put in place and embedded; 

- Through creating PEAG, appointing PE Academic Champions and actions of the 

PER and Impact Coordinator and the PE core team, practices, initiatives and 

policies are being developed to enable all research staff and research students to 

have the opportunity to plan and get involved in public engagement relevant to 

their research and research impacts (on a School-level); 

- New communications channels, platforms and networking opportunities have 

been created for learning, sharing, evidencing and reporting PER knowledge and 

best practice across the University. 

 

The repositioning of the CSF Coordinator role to the RSO could not go forward 

without facing some challenges. Initially the CSF Coordinator acted as the point of 

contact between RSO and the PE core team, attending both RSO and PE core team 

meetings to ensure both teams were updated with the CSF progress. In the later 

stages of the CSF programme it came clear that greater face-to-face involvement of 

members from both teams was necessary to provide efficient communication and 

derive a mutually benefited plan of actions. Therefore monthly meetings between 

staff from the RSO REF Impact team and the PE core team were set up to provide a 

broader platform for discussions and information exchange. The RSO team have 

been involved in planning the PE Conference and will deliver a session on PE and 

REF.
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SUSTAINABILITY PLANS  

 

The sustainability of Cambridge’s CSF project is heavily reliant on the outcomes of 

the two contextual considerations described at the start of this report; the review of 

public engagement and reassignment of the CSF project manager responsibilities.  

We will continue the CSF legacy through already acting on fulfilling the 

recommendations of the PE review. These include (relevance to CSF EDGE tool 

areas in brackets): 

 for the University to endorse a vision for public engagement that has at its core 

the following key areas of commitment: (i) PER, (ii) the University’s civic 

relationship with society, and (iii) supporting academics to undertake engaged 

research (Leadership, Mission); 

 

 appointing a new post, shared between the PE core team and the RSO, to 

continue the work of the CSF and more effectively link the policy and delivery 

work of both teams (Communication, Leadership) 

 

 extending the remit of PEAG to oversee the strategic development of public 

engagement with research, public engagement with a civic focus, as well as, the 

delivery of a new public engagement plan (Leadership, Mission); 

 

 introducing a new annual Public Engagement Conference run by Office of 

External Affairs and Communications as part of its portfolio (Communications, 

Support, Staff); 

 

 the launch of a new virtual centre for public engagement (Communications, 

Support). This should be the central hub through which the PEAG engages with 

academics and coordinators interested in doing and improving public 

engagement. 

 

The PEAG and Research Policy Committee have endorsed the recommendation to 

develop an institutional vision for public engagement. The Pro-Vice-Chancellor for 

Research will share the broad vision for public engagement as articulated in the PE 

review during the panel discussion at the PE Conference. Following on high-level 

feedback being sought from other panel members and delegates, a vision statement 

and set of core commitments will be drafted. Ultimately, the vision statement will be 

published on the University’s website and shared across Schools and institutions.  
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PEAG continues its activity with an extended remit to oversee the strategic 

development of PER, PE with a civic focus and the delivery of a new public 

engagement action plan. The PER and Impact Coordinator appointed in May 2018 

and jointly funded between RSO and OEAC will assist with agenda-setting and 

provide administrative support for the PEAG. The future existence of PEAG is of 

strategic importance for PER, as it will continue to provide senior academic 

leadership for PE, and the involvement of the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research (as 

PEAG Chair and chair of Research Policy Committee) ensures a high profile for PE 

in the University and the integration of PE in consideration of broader issues around 

research and research impact. 

The Public Engagement core team organises an inaugural Public Engagement 

conference in summer 2018. The conference will feature internal and external 

speakers, including high-profile national leaders in public engagement (UKRI, 

NCCPE), and will be addressed to public engagement professionals based internally 

across the Schools. The objective is to form a centralised platform allowing for 

knowledge and skills exchange, sharing best practices in public engagement, 

networking and mapping the state of public engagement across the Schools, 

Faculties and Departments. There is already a plan in place to run smaller, seminar-

style events after the conference to keep the dialogue with the wider community 

alive.  

The launch of a new virtual centre for public engagement is currently put on hold due 

to insufficient resources and shifting our priority to delivering the conference and 

follow-on networking activities.  

One key asset to the sustainability plans is the cross-over between the CSF and 

other funding pots, e.g. Wellcome Trust ISSF, REF and Impact funds (IAAs, HEIF). 

Whilst the funding for CSF concluded in 2017, ISSF has been confirmed for an initial 

three years, with a further two years subject to a successful monitoring stage. In 

contrast to previous Wellcome Trust public engagement funding, the thrust of this 

new tranche of money is strategic initiatives. The CSF formed a large part of the 

foundation for the Wellcome Trust bid, and at least 50% of the new public 

engagement plan involved collaboration between the two projects, including co-

running the grants scheme and providing training. This ensures that CSF activity is 

maintained in some key areas over the next three years, with a view to longer term 

embedding at an institutional level, above and beyond Wellcome Trust research 

priorities. Utilising different streams of funding would be another way to keep the 

CSF legacy. As CSF enabled us to identify a synergy between CSF led and Impact 

led funds, we anticipate that IAAs and HEIF funding will be used to support more 

PER projects and activities. 

A number of crucial projects set up under the CSF have already (as since December 

2017 onwards) been continued and implemented by the Wellcome ISSF Life 
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Sciences Public Engagement Coordinator (WI-PEC) role which started in December 

2017. The programmes under the WI-PEC have thus far included: 

- Completion of joint SBS and SCM Public Engagement with Research Strategy: 

CSF coordinator began consultations with key stakeholders as well as writing a 

draft strategy which was adopted for final completion under WI-PEC in May 2018; 

- The Engaged Research Training programme - constituting 18 sessions over the 

18/19 academic year: CSF coordinator initiated funding budget from Graduate 

School for Life Sciences for continued public engagement training. CSF 

coordinator trialled and ran training sessions in the 2015-2017 period, which the 

WI-PEC has now built upon. Feedback from sessions under the CSF role has 

shaped new training programme; 

- Network of public engagement professionals (PEPs) set up across SBS and 

SCM. CSF coordinator began to identify PEPs for network across the University 

and began to get support and buy in, which WI-PEC took and built upon. The 

network has now been set up and held its first forum, which 35 attended, in May 

2018.  

We have financial support for 2 years in first instance for this post to continue and 

build on CSF work, collaboration with Wellcome Trust ISSF and the RSO (Impact 

and REF teams).  

More broadly, the CSF initiative and drive for culture change has been widely well 

received across the University, and there is a desire to build on the successes and 

incorporate aspects of the project into the work of the dedicated central public 

engagement team. The project has also formally recognised a network of public 

engagement champions within the University, from the School champions on the 

Public Engagement Advisory Group, through to the PER Award winners and grants 

scheme holders. These researchers are actively engaged with the process of culture 

change, and will form the foundation for extending academic buy-in to PER going 

forwards. 

The CSF has also facilitated a number of conversations with peers across the 

University; with an aim to encourage partnership working and alignment of projects 

with their strategic goals. This network of contacts will prove invaluable as the 

University develops a comprehensive outlook that draws on the existing strengths 

and expertise within the institution. Contacts include: 

- Office of Postdoctoral Affairs 

- University of Cambridge Museums 

- Strategic Research Initiatives (SRI) and Strategic Research Networks (SRN) 

- Interdisciplinary Research Centres (IRC) 

- Wellcome Trust Institutional Strategic Support Fund (ISSF) 

- Research Operations Office 

- Cambridge University Press 
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We hope to reach out to the following organisations or institutions in 2018: 

 

- Cambridge University Library 

- Cambridge Social Ventures 

- Virtual Institute for Responsible Innovation (VIRI) 

- Cambridge University Health Partners (CUHP) 

- Cambridge Science Centre 

- Cambridgeshire Libraries 

 

All the actions taken to sustain the CSF legacy are of instrumental value to keep 

embedding the concept of public engagement with research more effectively across 

the University. The continued recognition of PER and institutional support by senior 

academic leadership through PEAG activity, rewarding excellence in PER and 

providing funding to support new PER activity, aligning PER with the impact agenda 

in the run up to REF2021, establishing a network of PE coordinators and improved 

communications with the efficient use of tools introduced by CSF (the Twitter 

account, monthly PE bulletins) will be valuable both for funders and the PER 

community.  

 

The scope to continue the post CSF activities listed above will of course depend on 

the availability of funding and resources. The PEAG will therefore monitor the 

implementation of the PE Action Plan and advise on priorities where resource is 

constrained. 

 

The following table is designed to provide clarity on how specific CSF initiatives may 

or will be sustained, along with some additional considerations. All these initiatives 

will be in collaboration between the RSO, PE core team, Office for External Affairs 

and Communications (OEAC). 
 

CSF initiative Sustainability considerations 

PEAG 

 

- The group has a renewed membership, official terms of 

reference, and reports into the Research Policy Committee 

annually. 

- The Pro-Vice-Chancellor will continue to chair the committee. 

- Research Strategy Office and Public Engagement team 

members are now regular attendees at meetings, and shall 

continue to support the remit of the group. 

- The Public Engagement review was consulted on and 

approved by the PEAG 

- The PEAG was formed to provide advice on CSF activities. As 

CSF is now complete, the PEAG will continue to hold its 

advisory role but to extend its remit to cover any PE core team 
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activities on the University level (PER Awards, PE Starter 

Fund, Cambridge Festivals) and spearhead cross-School PE 

initiatives.  

- A mechanism should be put in place to allow rewarding and 

accrediting work of the PE core team and PE staff across 

departments and faculties 

PER Awards 

 

 

- The Awards will be sustained and co-funded from REF and 

Impact funds, with endorsement from the Vice-Chancellor.  

- The Awards continue on an annual basis in the run up to REF 

2021 with additional funding potential from REF allocated 

funds, HEIF, IAA or Wellcome Trust ISSF. 

- The Awards are now closely aligned and promoted alongside 

the Impact Awards. There is potential for the Awards to merge, 

with public engagement with research a strand within the 

Impact Awards. This will be reliant on assurances that PER 

continues to be recognised adequately under a revised 

framework.  

- The cost of Awards and ceremony is minimal versus the 

importance of recognition, and the benefits of discovering 

future academic champions and content for future case 

studies. 

PE strategy 

development 

 

 

- Wellcome Trust ISSF continues to develop a joint PE strategy 

for Schools of Biological Sciences and Clinical Medicine. 

Sophie Wheeler, a new appointee from the School of Clinical 

Medicine, Wellcome Trust ISSF PE Coordinator, has already 

drafted the joint PE strategy. This is to be shortly approved by 

the PEAG and published on the School of Clinical Medicine 

and School of Biological Sciences websites, 

- Academic champions have been nominated by Head of School 

with express purpose of delivering on PE strategy, so both 

parties are engaged and informed on direction of travel. 

- School of Arts and Humanities piloted the strategy 

development process which can serve as a benchmark to 

other Schools. 

- It is expected that Schools will lead on the development, 

implementation and monitoring of their public engagement 

strategy with support provided by the academic champion and 

the central University (RSO/PE teams), meaning less reliance 

on the CSF specifically to drive this process. 

- The PE review will define the importance of and scope of an 

institutional PE strategy or vision statement, to go alongside 

the targeted School strategies. 
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- It is unknown at this stage whether the remained Schools: 

School of Physical Sciences and School of Technology will 

draft their Public Engagement strategies. It is also understood 

that the School of Humanities and Social Sciences will draft the 

Impact strategy that will have a large PE element in. 

PE grants 

scheme 

 

 

- Grants and support are an integral part of our public 

engagement pipeline, and route by which we can guide and 

reward best practice and innovative approaches. 

- There remains the opportunity to pull together pots of PE 

funding to continue to provide the grants scheme, or to better 

align with other funding programmes (e.g. impact acceleration) 

to ensure public engagement is better represented. 

PE training 

 

 

- Public engagement training provision will be a central 

consideration in the development of School public engagement 

strategies. 

- The University review of public engagement and future public 

engagement survey will allow us to prioritise the needs of the 

research community, and what training should/could be 

provided centrally. 

- Potential to collaborate with Personal and Professional 

Development (PPD) to look at central resource for training, 

outside of RSO / PE teams. 

- Ideally, any centrally coordinated training should be designed, 

packaged and marketed coherently through the Public 

Engagement bulletin. 

PE Bulletin 

 

PE Twitter 

account 

 

PE Conference 

- Both the public engagement bulletin and public engagement 

Twitter account are now established communication vehicles, 

sharing opportunities and promoting best practice at the 

University.  

- The bulletin will be continued on a monthly basis, with 

consideration given to how to expand its scope and readership.  

- The content will be extended to better showcase PE work 

being undertaken by researchers, support staff and students 

across departments and faculties. 

- PE Conference to be organised next year for PE professionals 

across departments and faculties, and researchers with 

interest in public engagement. This will enhance building a PE 

network and internal communication for PE and PER  
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CASE STUDIES AND STORIES OF CHANGE 

 

The following Case Studies and Stories of Change have been collected for our 

Catalyst Seed Fund Year-2 Annual Report. These represent the evidence of the 

impact of the CSF programme on our institution.  

 

Name Theme Type 

Dr Paul Coxon 
Public Engagement with Research 

Award winner 2016 
Case study 

Dr Vasanti Jadva and  

Dr Sophie Zadeh 

Public Engagement Seed Fund 

project 2016, Future families 
Case study 

Dr Anna Jenkin 
Impact and Outreach Coordinator , 

Training and Impact collaboration 
Case study 

Professor Chris Abell 

FRS FMedSci 

Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research, 

Principal Investigator, Catalyst Seed 

Fund 

Story of Change 

Dr Rebecca Jones 
Project Manager, Catalyst Seed 

Fund 
Story of Change 

Prof Gerry Gilmore FRS 
School Academic Champion, PEAG 

Member, PE Review Co-Lead 
Story of Change 
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Case Study 1: Public Engagement with Research Award winner 2016 

 

Dr Paul Coxon, Department of Materials Science and Metallurgy 

 

I am a Postdoctoral Research Associate in the Department of Materials Science and 

Metallurgy at the University of Cambridge. My research focuses on nanostructured 

materials which can harvest and store energy.  

 

Before winning a Vice-Chancellor’s Public Engagement with Research Award, 

introduced as one of the Catalyst Seed Fund PER strategic activities, I had been 

heavily involved in public engagement. My entry to public engagement was not 

unusual. I began by assisting at public Institute of Physics (IOP) or Royal Society of 

Chemistry (RSC) events as an undergraduate, then gradually led and developed my 

own range of events. Over the past 15+ years I have been an invited speaker at 

science festivals around the world and since 2014 I have been a coordinator of the 

Cambridge “Pint of Science” Physics-Chemistry team which introduces the public to 

cutting-edge research in pubs. My public engagement activities draw on my work in 

energy research, the history of renewable energy and energy policy. My particular 

aim is to involve audiences, specifically from older age groups, who might not 

normally engage with typical engagement channels. These older people are typically 

from C2 / D / E low-income demographic with an interest in science and social 

issues around it (such as global warming), but often lack the financial resources, 

cultural capital or social connections to attend prestigious university-based 

engagement events, especially in regions around the North East of England. As well 

as a range of talks and demonstrations to these groups, I have developed a small 

low-cost, thus available to wider audiences, kit which allows the public to build their 

own small dye-sensitised solar cells from common household objects.  

 

I was surprised to find myself nominated for a Public Engagement with Research 

Award, and it was very good to be recognised. Often such awards go to large, high-

impact projects / activities while those who follow long-term, perhaps less glamorous, 

routes with challenging audiences can be overlooked. I found that many members of 

the public really want to engage with 'real' research, rather than being presented with 

a view of science as the great saviour to all our problems.  

 

The number of entrants and breadth of public engagement activities on show at the 

Public Engagement with Research Award Ceremony was great to observe.  

Cambridge is a research-intensive institution, and so it was greatly encouraging to 

hear the Vice-Chancellor speak about the importance of public engagement with 

research happening in Cambridge. This is now becoming more important across the 

UK as a whole. As a publicly-funded institution, I believe the public have a right to 

access the research their taxes support, and while most will not be able to 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/2016-winners
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/2016-winners
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understand the technical details in a peer-reviewed scientific paper, many will be 

able to engage with the broad research themes, and understand the real process of 

how science progresses. 

 

The Award has helped make me think about how I convey what I do in my laboratory 

to the public in an accessible manner, and how it could potentially have an impact on 

their lives. It has helped build context around my research. The Award has also 

helped raise my profile in my department. I seem to have become a “go-to” guy for 

advice on public engagement - especially from colleagues who now need to include 

some form of public engagement when applying for many research grants. I have 

been recently working on a science-art collaboration to bring materials science to a 

larger audience and have been helping coordinate my research group’s contribution 

to this year’s Royal Institution Christmas Lectures. Since the Award I’ve been invited 

to panel discussions on how to reach under-represented audiences and communities 

and recently appeared at the Wellcome “Public Engagement at the Front Face” 

Masterclass to speak on my experiences. 

 

Regarding the prize money (£1,000) I received for my Award; some funds have been 

used to cover travel costs to speak at a STEM in School event in the North East of 

England, a region which sends very few students to Cambridge, but most of the prize 

money has been used to develop the Fruit Solar Cell Starter Kit - essentially to 

provide a stock of consumables to build sufficient kits for schools.  

 

The evaluation and evidencing public engagement training that I was provided with 

as an Award winner has been very important. Before the Award I took a somewhat 

laissez-faire approach to evaluation and feedback, but now am coming to appreciate 

the vital need to critically look at how public engagement activities build value and 

bring benefit to their target audiences. I am also glad to have a film commissioned 

about my public engagement story. It is, in many ways, typical to others, but also 

different in the audiences I aim to reach.  

 

It is heartening to see the University recognises a wide range of public engagement 

efforts as a result of the Catalyst Seed Fund. It’s ultimately important to support 

researchers undertaking public engagement. PE is often a considered a “hobby” 

carried out in our own free time either for our own enrichment or on behalf of our 

departments. If PE is not perceived to have value by an institution or unit, then it will 

dissuade many from taking part. This will be a disservice to researchers (especially 

postgraduate students and postdoctoral researchers) who derive benefit from PE as 

an opportunity to enhance transferable communication skills, and also to the public 

at large. It is great to see the Awards being embedded now within the University. 

This shows the commitment of the Institution to achieving culture change of 

supporting / sharing good practice in PER via recognising and rewarding the staff 

with an excellent PER record.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=otScHsdxFEY
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Case Study 2: Public Engagement Seed Fund project 2016, Future families 

 

Dr Vasanti Jadva and Dr Sophie Zadeh, Centre for Family Research 

 

Dr Vasanti Jadva and Dr Sophie Zadeh are part of a team of researchers at the 

Centre for Family Research, whose overall remit is to investigate the experiences of 

those living in modern family forms. Dr Jadva is a developmental psychologist. Her 

research has primarily examined the psychological well-being of parents and 

children in families created by IVF, egg donation, sperm donation and surrogacy. 

She has also studied the experiences of surrogates and gamete donors. Dr Zadeh is 

a social psychologist. Her research has primarily focussed on the ways in which 

single women using donor sperm are ‘made sense of’ in the social sphere, 

specifically the mass media, and how this relates to the experiences of both the 

women in this circumstance, and the donor-conceived children they parent. 

Whilst they had much experience of research dissemination, their experience of 

conducting public engagement was until recently fairly limited. In February 2016, 

they embarked upon the outreach film project with the London theatre company 

Tamasha and Central Saint Martins’ MA Dramatic Writing students. As a result of 

this collaboration, 18 short plays, inspired by their research, were created, and 5 out 

of them were performed at London’s Writers’ Week in the summer 2016. 

Having therefore been through the process of creatively engaging with new writers, 

and reading their imaginative scripts, Vasanti and Sophie extended this work to 

evaluate the role of theatre in inspiring and engaging school children in their 

research. Given that much of the research highlighted that children growing up in 

new family forms often face hostility or lack of understanding from their peers, they 

planned a project that would help evaluate ways of addressing this issue.  

The Public Engagement seed fund, being one of the Catalyst Seed Fund strategic 

activities, enabled Vasanti and Sophie to hold sessions at 3 schools during PSHE 

classes. The sessions began with students completing a short survey about their 

existing knowledge on the topic of diversity in family life. This was followed by a 

performance of a short play called ‘I’m an IVF Baby’ – one of the plays performed at 

London Writers’ Week, which is about a young girl making sense of her IVF 

conception. They then held focus groups with the students to gauge whether the 

medium of theatre is an effective way of engaging young people, inviting them to 

discuss their perceptions of different families, and their responses to the play in 

particular. Finally, students were asked to complete the same questionnaire as they 

did at the beginning of the sessions, to examine whether their views have changed 

as a result of having participated. The feedback was collated and informed the 

design of a larger engagement activity with secondary schools across the United 

Kingdom to be included in the next research grant application. 
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Through the seed fund, Sophie and Vasanti were given the opportunity to engage 

with audiences that we would not otherwise have met. They talked with many actors, 

writers and directors about the research, and they were enthusiastic that the seed 

award enabled them to develop the skills of talking to non-academic audiences, 

specifically, actors, teachers, and school pupils. The seed fund also provided a 

project that their research team at the Centre can work on as a collective. In terms of 

the impact of the funds on their research, as a direct result of the award they all 

received training on how to run focus groups, a method not previously utilised by the 

research team. They also were working in a school setting, which they did not do 

previously. The seed funding therefore provided an opportunity to develop both the 

research skills and interpersonal skills, and facilitated working closely with each 

other on a single shared project, thereby increasing team cohesion. The process of 

planning public engagement projects led to greater appreciation of non-academic 

methods of engaging the public and of the challenges that this can bring. The 

planned event was the first of its kind, and acted not only as a highly valuable public 

engagement event in its own right, but also generated ideas for future and larger 

public engagement activities. 

The training session they attended in September 2016 was an important aspect of 

learning about public engagement as they learned about the importance of setting 

clear aims and objectives for the engagement activity, and how best to evidence and 

evaluate it. This training had a direct impact on planning of the sessions described 

above in terms of using both questionnaire and focus group sessions to explore how 

our activity (engagement through theatre) is perceived by the group we hope to 

engage.  

The aim of their work is to conduct high quality research on diverse family forms and 

to disseminate this research as widely as possible. They have come to realise the 

importance of public engagement activities which can often be difficult to plan and 

design at the outset of a research project. Having access to funding from the 

University enabled them to apply for funds in response to when opportunities for 

public engagement arise from our research. It also legitimises the activity as a 

credible part of research output. The process of applying for funds and managing the 

engagement activity also provides early career researchers an opportunity to 

manage a project and teaches key skills that are applicable to future research 

projects.  The funding also enables to meet with other researchers from the 

University working in different fields who may be using similar engagement activities, 

or who may inspire to explore other forms of engagement. 

Following on the public engagement seed fund supported project, Vasanti and 

Sophie presented their theatre plays at the Cambridge Festival of Ideas 2016. They 

also featured on one of the Public Engagement with Research case studies, used to 

promote and showcase epitomes of good quality public engagement. They recently 

obtained a huge research grant to study 21st century families, and they plan to run 

public engagement as part of that as well. The Seed Fund grant, received in 2016, 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/public-engagement-with-research-case-studies
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was instrumental in helping them independently design and deliver public 

engagement activities so they feel confident about delivering high quality public 

engagement activities in the future. 
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Case Study 3: Training and Impact collaboration 
 

Dr Anna Jenkin, Impact and Outreach Coordinator, Faculty of Architecture and 

History of Art Faculty of Music 

As Impact and Outreach Coordinator for the Faculty of Music and Faculty of 

Architecture and History of Art, I worked directly with researchers within these 

departments to plan, deliver and evaluate public engagement with research events 

and projects. I also delivered training to academics and postgraduate students on 

best practice in public engagement.  

Before I engaged with the training activities offered by the Catalyst Seed Fund (CSF) 

I had had little training in Public Engagement with Research at the University of 

Cambridge, although I had undertaken training at my previous institution. 

I was delighted to receive the opportunity to take part in training on Evaluation in 

Public Engagement activities, as this is a crucial area in which my two Faculties 

need to develop better strategy and practice. We often found that we have not 

recorded our public engagement activities properly, which makes it hard for us to 

improve future events, report back on events to research funders and adequately 

plan for the REF. Attending this training allowed me to reflect on the strategies that 

we are currently using for our public engagement activities, and to develop new 

ideas for more effective ways of undertaking evaluation. I have since used the 

techniques and approaches that I learned at the training session to evaluate our 

events at Cambridge Festival of Ideas. This allowed us to gain a much deeper 

understanding of how people experienced our events, and will provide a solid 

foundation for planning and improving our next round of public engagement 

initiatives. The training was also useful for connecting with other colleagues working 

in similar areas across the university, and sharing ideas for best practice. These 

connections have given me a deeper understanding of my place within the University 

structure and its approach to Impact, and have provided a useful network to consult 

when developing public engagement projects. 

Another route by which Public Engagement with Research and Impact intersected in 

through the CSF has been through the Pathways to Impact Working Group. This 

group was formed in response to an initial ‘Pathways to Impact’ workshop that took 

place in spring 2016. This was an immensely useful workshop which allowed me to 

connect with others working in Impact from across the University, including public 

engagement facilitators and support staff. It gave me a deep understanding of how 

Impact is approached and created across disciplines, and allowed me to make some 

very useful connections with people in different departments. Before attending this 

workshop I had a lesser understanding of how Impact strategy was undertaken in 

different departments, so this was an immensely enriching experience. Of the back 

of the workshop I joined the Pathways to Impact Working Group, which continues to 
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connect people working in Impact across the University to think strategically to 

create resources and share best practice across disciplines. 

The Pathways to Impact Working Group has helped me to understand where my 

own work fits into a much broader University-level Impact strategy, to share my own 

expertise in a place where it will have a wide impact, and to learn a great deal from 

my colleagues about generating and supporting Impact. The creation of the new PTI 

writing tool has allowed me to reflect on my own understanding of best practice 

within PTI writing, but will also be a useful new resource which I will use when 

working with academics on new PTI bids. By working in a cross-disciplinary fashion, 

this group has given me a much more rounded understanding of the nature of Public 

Engagement with Research and Research Impact, which is also reflected in the 

ideas that I develop with researchers for new projects; looking beyond the more 

obvious Arts and Humanities approaches to create innovative new forms of Public 

Engagement and Impact. 

Within my own subject areas of Architecture, History of Art and Music, there are 

many advantages to aligning Public Engagement with Research and Impact, not 

least that many of the Impacts from the Arts and Humanities often have a public 

engagement focus. Many of the Impacts our researchers are striving for concern the 

cultural landscape and public experience of art forms. Strategically aligning these 

two issues helps me, and the academics I work with to, see more clearly ways in 

which engaging with non-academic and non-professional audiences has an ‘Impact’ 

and allows us represent the nature of this Impact more clearly. The CSF has, at an 

institutional level, emphasised the fact that public engagement activities can have an 

Impact, and that this connects to funding bids and REF returns. This has provided 

the financial and intellectual incentives for researchers to engage the public and reap 

the benefits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html
http://www.research-strategy.admin.cam.ac.uk/pathwaytoimpact/index.html
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Stories of Change 

Principal Investigator, Catalyst Seed Fund 

Professor Chris Abell FRS FMedSci, Pro-Vice Chancellor for Research 

 

I have been Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research since January 2016. I am also the 

Professor of Biological Chemistry. From 2013-2015 was the first Director of 

Postdoctoral Affairs [30%].   

I have been aware of public engagement for many years, most notably through the 

University Science Festival. This is a major event for the Chemistry Department e.g. 

the public lecture [given by Dr Peter Wothers] is given about 6 times over 3 days, 

each time to an audience of over 400 members of the public. I was less familiar with 

public engagement with research until I took up my present role. Now, as Pro-Vice-

Chancellor for Research I have oversight of the Research Strategy Office, where the 

Catalyst Seed Fund Coordinator from the PE core team moved to. I also chair the 

Public Engagement Advisory Group. 

Cambridge is a very vibrant academic environment, with much more happening than 

anyone realises. This means that individual endeavours often go unnoticed, and 

generally unrewarded. This has been true for many public engagement activities. 

What we have done with the Catalyst Seed Fund is to put more of a spotlight on 

what is being done, and by whom, and to say the University recognises and 

appreciates their contributions. A key step in this was the introduction of the annual 

Vice-Chancellor’s Public Engagement with Research Awards. We also have a Public 

Engagement Advisory Group with members form each of the six Schools in the 

University that again sends out a strong message about commitment. 

The CSF has really spurred us on as an institution to make things happen and to 

give us focus. Having the resource is energising and motivating for the staff working 

in this area, and the community more generally. It has allowed us to set a series of 

initiatives in motion that will drive institutional change – not overnight, but over a 

period of years. From a strategic point of view, I have seen the merit in having some 

alignment between public engagement and impact. This has been made manifest in 

two ways. Firstly by bringing public engagement and impact together in the 

Research Strategy Office, and secondly by also launching annual Impact prizes that 

share the stage with the Vice-Chancellor’s Public Engagement with Research 

Awards. There are obvious synergies that will feed through into REF, and in the 

longer term presumably into TEF. 

The Catalyst Seed Fund was an opportunity. It did the reporting. It did put an onus 

on us to set the objective about what we’d do and what we’d achieved. I think, 

looking back, I think we feel we’ve actually moved again, forward substantially. An 

incremental but significant institutional change around public engagement with 

research culture and infrastructure has been made over the course of the project.  
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One of the areas for incremental change highlighted was adjustments in promotion 

criteria. We are moving from a situation historically where a lot of onus has been put 

on one’s research, research publications and research profile to a more balanced 

view so that one’s teaching contributions are more highly recognised as well as 

one’s other contributions towards promoting their subject, ‘public engagement’, being 

a good citizen, and participating in various activities.  

Such changes in institutional practice were kick-started by the Catalyst project, but 

remain a matter for ongoing development.  

In conclusion, while such practical changes supporting the embedding of public 

engagement are underway, the crucial role of funders in guiding the agenda for any 

further embedding of public engagement culture at the university has to be 

acknowledged. I think the next thing that will carry the public engagement agenda 

forward is external influences, when we understand what the REF is saying about 

‘public engagement’. That will be the thing that drives the next wave of work on 

public engagement support as we go into 2021. 

In my time in post, it has been rewarding to be involved in public engagement in this 

way and to be able to use my office to promote this important agenda. Catalyst Seed 

Fund was able to make some progress within the university that will have a legacy 

beyond the Catalyst funding. However, for more rapid or extensive interventions, 

further prompting from funders through other initiatives will be required. 
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CSF Year-1 Project Manager, Catalyst Seed Fund 

 

Dr Rebecca Jones, Public Engagement Coordinator 

 

In my role as project manager of the Catalyst Seed Fund at the University of 

Cambridge I was responsible for plotting the course of institutional culture change 

and delivering the interventions designed to precipitate it.  

Cambridge has a national reputation as a University with a well-established public 

engagement infrastructure. This was evidenced when I joined in December 2015, by 

the ten person strong team, and thriving festival programme.  

The award of the CSF brought something new and that was direct input from the 

Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research, PI on the CSF grant. It also provided the 

necessary staff time to oversee strategic initiatives, and refocused existing areas of 

work to drive excellence in public engagement with research (PER).  

At an institutional level the two most important and enduring interventions we 

introduced through the CSF have been the formation of Public Engagement Advisory 

Group (PEAG) and creation of an annual set of Vice-Chancellor’s Awards to 

recognise PER amongst the research community.  

The PEAG has brought senior academic oversight to public engagement and has 

allowed us to cross-check perceptions and attitudes to PE underpinning our ongoing 

culture change interventions. The remit of the Catalyst Seed Fund encouraged us, 

as a representative group including six academic champions, to discuss difficult 

issues. These included how to value engagement activity that is not directly 

underpinned by research, and how to evidence the benefits of communication 

activity that may not have the “two-way” “mutual benefit” outcomes attributed to the 

NCCPE definition of public engagement. These are conversations that must be held 

in order to reach agreement and move a distinct PER agenda forwards. We now had 

an established forum to drive constructive dialogue in this area, the outcomes of 

which feed directly into senior governance committees at the University. Perhaps 

more importantly we also informed ambassadors, in our PEAG members, who can 

provide access to School management, and campaign for PER to be embedded in 

new strategies and procedures. 

The PER awards have allowed us to undertake a comprehensive assessment of the 

public engagement landscape at the University. Through the careful design of the 

entrance criteria, we have been able to pull apart what constitutes well executed 

PER and have found examples of excellence to promote and educate others. The 

awards have set a benchmark by which the University can measure its successes in 

years to come. Most notably, the awards validate PER. They send a clear message 

to those who engage, and those yet to, that the University values, supports and 

recognises their PER contribution at the highest level. 
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Equally as valuable as the above interventions has been the collaborative working 

and alignment of agendas encouraged throughout the CSF. In particular work with 

Impact colleagues and the Wellcome Trust ISSF has strengthened the strategic 

position of PER at the University. The collective voice presented across a variety of 

contexts has allowed PER be featured more prominently and this is set to continue 

with the repositioning of the CSF role to the Research Strategy Office at the 

University, and a future appointment of the Public Engagement with Research 

Officer (as a follow-up on the CSF Manager role). 

It seems to me that we were seeking to implement an ambitious change in public 

engagement with research culture and structure, with a level of resource and central 

university support (in terms of funding, staffing and focus) that was not 

commensurate with the scope of the task. Because of the size of the institution and 

how diffuse it is, the approach adopted was to narrow the focus of the project: To 

pinpoint strategic people within certain parts of the university, to try and bring them 

together and hope that they would trickle down some of that into their various 

schools. That was achieved on a school level, with academic champions at each of 

the 6 schools. Then, to maintain engagement with a broader set of people interested 

in public engagement with research at the university, a Public Engagement Bulletin 

was set up to provide a central hub of information. 

To extend the reach of internal engagement, specific initiatives were rolled out 

to build momentum around public engagement with research. The Public 

Engagement with Research Awards were a particularly effective initiative in 

terms of their profile. This initiative was beneficial for awardees, reinforced the 

value the university is placing on public engagement with research and 

provided a useful service for the institution. 

In addition to community building, the public engagement awards and grants 

schemes had benefits in terms of establishing conversations between the 

core public engagement support staff and researchers operating 

independently across the university.  

A progress was observed in embedding public engagement into the 

university’s research and impact strategy that was a key accomplishment of 

the Catalyst Seed Fund. However, this success in making inroads into the 

university’s research and impact strategy was tempered by a persistent 

challenge at the time in getting the university to commit resources in the long 

term to developing public engagement capacity. A long-term university 

investment in driving the impact of the CSF is required to fully embed the 

public engagement with research into the University research culture.  
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PE Review Co-Lead, School Academic Champion, PEAG member 

 

Professor Gerry Gilmore FRS, Professor of Experimental Philosophy, Institute of 

Astronomy 

 

In my active role throughout the life of the project, I have encountered a diversity of 

perspectives about what should count as ‘public engagement with research’. This 

often did not align with the ‘narrow’ definition associated with the RCUK and NCCPE. 

Negotiating these definitions became an operational necessity at the point of 

selecting winners for Vice-Chancellor’s Public Engagement with Research Awards. It 

was an interesting experience in the sense that it was very clear that no two of the 

respondents actually had the same definition of what ‘public engagement’ is, or 

should be. And, there are very competing approaches to definitions, funding and 

support.  

Despite my reservations about exclusively defining public engagement with research 

in two-way, dialogic terms, these terms were accepted for the activities within scope 

for the Catalyst Seed Fund. As the Catalyst Seed Fund came with very clear terms 

and conditions and so we embraced those terms and conditions without restricting 

other stuff that we do. 

This process of confronting different definitions of public engagement with research 

and their practical implications was carried forward into a larger ‘strategic’ university 

review of its public engagement activities. One of those that has now got a higher 

profile than it had before is the Vice-Chancellor’s Public Engagement with Research 

Awards and they’re going to continue on with University funding. The Awards are 

recognised as valuable in two ways actually: (i) as a way of recognising the highly 

motivated staff who put their own time and effort into public engagement, and (ii) as 

an efficient way of identifying things that are happening in the University early 

enough that those can be supported so that, potentially they become relevant for the 

impact contributions to future REF case studies.  

One of the major limitations the University has in getting credit for the public 

engagement activities people do is that there is no clue what their impact is. It is hard 

to know whether there’s any even short-term, let along long-term value in the 

quantifiable sense. So, recognising impact potential early on means that you’ve got 

to record what you’ve done and you’ve got to record audience responses and you’ve 

got to learn whether or not you’ve actually had any impact from the audience’s 

perspective as well as your own perspective. And that’s very new for most people.  

This highlights the practical value I have come to see in the Awards scheme that was 

introduced through the Catalyst Seed Fund. This practical value has helped to justify 

maintaining these awards with core funding from the University after the Seed Fund. 
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I also praise the process of reviewing public engagement across the University, 

triggered by the CSF, which let us identify the future directions for embedding public 

engagement more effectively into the University governance and management 

structure.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Conclusions 
 

The RCUK Catalyst Seed Fund has had a transformative impact on the University of 

Cambridge. Thanks to the Catalyst Seed Fund, the project has instilled a close 

working synergy with the institution’s senior management, the PE core team and 

Research Operations Office.  

 

A profile of PER has been raised across the senior management and university 

governance through effective operation and management of the PEAG. In extending 

the remit of the PEAG to consider not only PER, but also PE that focuses on the 

University's civic mission, we will make it easier for a wider range of institutions 

(including external ones) to work together in support of major, cross-disciplinary 

public engagement campaigns.  

 

Strategic initiatives, introduced in Year 1 and successfully run in Year 2, have been 

embedded and are scheduled for continuation. These initiatives have met the 

objectives of promoting PER through providing financial support, rewarding and 

recognition.  

 

The CSF evaluation results show progress from the perspective of respondents 

(individual researchers and PE coordinators across departments and faculties) in 

more effective embedding of public engagement with research across the University. 

However, more visibility of public engagement support mechanisms needs to be 

employed. The Public Engagement Conference will be a way for researchers and 

academics to (i) feed in to the strategic direction of public engagement and PER, and 

(ii) learn from each other and external practitioners.  

 

The CSF programme helped us achieve more formal and informal recognition of the 

value of public engagement essential to drive greater public engagement 

involvement. Stories of change reveal incremental yet crucial changes in institutional 

practices and higher profile signals of more favourable institutional climate for public 

engagement.  

 

The Office for External Affairs and Communications (including the PE core team) 

and the RSO have made a financial commitment (from existing funds) to continue 

and build on the CSF work via a new Public Engagement with Research and Impact 

Coordinator role. That post will also support the PEAG in driving forward 

recommendations from the PE review. 

 

Adopting the definition for engaged research will need more work but a milestone of 

initiating this process has been achieved with the CSF support. A key benefit of 
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having an institutional vision and set of priorities for public engagement - apart from 

demonstrating our commitment to it - is that it gives us a foundation for growth.  

Knowing what we are about means that we can apply for external funding, not just 

because it is available, but because we can apply it in a strategic way in pursuit of 

our priorities. It also fosters building partnerships with external organisations – for 

example, the Cambridge Science Centre, or even potential donors so that the 

institutional vision for public engagement would allow us to see whether our 

objectives are aligned.  

 

There is unequivocal agreement across the senior management and university 

governance, the RSO and the PE core team that the CSF led PER strategic activities 

are worth continuing. The CSF mission to embed public engagement with research 

more effectively within the structure of our institution has been successfully initiated 

yet more work is needed to complete it.  

 

All parties agree that the process of sustaining the legacy of the CSF programme 

poses a series of future challenges. The main challenge now for us is to improve the 

interface and communication between the prioritised CSF supported top-down 

approach for promoting PER, and the bottom-up approach led by the PE core team.  

 

We are in a much better place now as a result of the work we have all done in PER 

to support the University as we move towards REF 2021. Importantly, we are now 

also better able to support our researchers throughout their whole public 

engagement journey from PE to PER and through community engagement.  

 

The evidence presented in this report shows that the position of public engagement 

within the University has improved over the two-year period when the Catalyst Seed 

Fund was in operation. However, the degree to which improvements will be 

maintained and extended will depend on the ongoing commitment of the University 

to high quality public engagement with research, and whether funders continue to 

elevate their expectations of research institutions’ public engagement culture and 

infrastructure.    

 

Recommendations  

 

For funders: 

 

- Better define what public engagement with research is within the terms of 

reference / guidelines for managing the funds – so that these funds can be used 

to identify stronger synergies between the Impact funds and the CSF PER funds, 

and subsequently actively support PER-driven impact. 
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For other Higher Education Institutions who wish to embed public 

engagement: 

 

- Be pro-active in identifying relevant stakeholders within and externally to the 

institution. 

 

- Establish symbiotic collaborations - exploit the ways in which your PE team can 

collaborate with: senior management, research impact teams and others. 

 
- Be clear on your top priorities and the rationale for addressing these, as well as 

the rationale for not addressing lower priority areas. 

 

 

- Create sustainability for specific CSF initiatives by identifying how these can be 

mainstreamed into other institutional activity and any alternative sources of 

funding e.g. Wellcome Trust ISSF, HEIF, IAAs. 

 

- Be responsive to unforeseen opportunities such as our University review of public 

engagement, and ensure that CSF core objectives are woven in effectively. 

 
- Take the opportunity to work in partnership, be that internally with public 

engagement professionals across other offices, departments and faculties, or 

with external stakeholder including funders, platforms (e.g. museums) and other 

HEIs. Partnerships will allow you exploit a myriad of overlapping agendas and 

multiply your efforts. 

 

- For evaluation purposes ensure you benchmark your strengths and weaknesses 

using the EDGE tool, at regular intervals throughout a culture change project. 

Instigate conversations with those who may be affected by your agenda, and 

revisit and document conversations throughout the course of project. 

 



For further information contact: 
 
University of Cambridge 
Public Engagement  
Tel: +44(0)1223 766766 
Email: publicengagement@admin.cam.ac.uk 

 
www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement 
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