
Public Engagement Leadership lens on
the Vitae Researcher Development Framework

In using this lens we expect to help researchers (and those
who support researchers) to:

• Lead others and their institutions in planning and delivering  
 high quality public engagement and to get better at ‘leading’  
 public engagement

• Enhance how they develop and deliver high quality public 
 engagement with research

Context
NCCPE (National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement) 
defines public engagement as “the myriad of ways in which the 
activity and benefits of higher education and research can be 
shared with the public. Engagement is by definition a two-way 
process, involving interaction and listening, with the goal of 
generating mutual benefit.” 

There is a growing understanding of the need for good public 
engagement to ensure that research is tuned to the needs of 
society, and sensitive to public concerns. Public Engagement 
with Research (PER) also helps to maximise the wider impact of 
research - through stimulating learning, skills development and 
social innovation.

This lens allows researchers who want to take leadership 
roles in public engagement to reflect on their skills and 
competencies in this area.  Public engagement leadership can 
take many forms, for instance:

• Acting as an effective manager of others, creating the 
 conditions for public engagement to thrive in their team/ 
 department/institution

• Acting as a leader in public engagement and engaged 
 research, based on personal achievements and contribution 
 to the field

A Public Engagement Research Leader acts as an agent of 
change, inside and outside HE. Examples include, developing or 
implementing PE strategies within their teams, departments or 
institution, championing and celebrating PE or supporting their 
staff by ensuring PE is included within policies and processes 
(such as inductions, performance reviews, promotions or 
workload planning). They are convinced of the need to ‘open up’ 
universities and to deepen the quality and purposefulness of 
engagement with the public. Universities and research funders 
are increasingly recognising the vital role of such leaders, and 
this lens is intended to provide a helpful platform to support 
people to progress into these important roles.

Overview
The Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF) 
is a well-embedded approach to developing world-class 
researchers. The framework has been developed by and 
for researchers working in higher education as an aid to 
planning, promoting and enhancing professional and career 
development. It articulates the knowledge, behaviours and 
attributes of successful researchers and encourages all 
researchers to realise their potential.

This is one of a series of lenses on the Vitae Researcher 
Development Framework.

Purpose of a lens
The Public Engagement Leaders lens is designed to 
help researchers and research leaders to develop their 
competencies for leadership in public engagement. 

It’s purpose is to:
• Support capacity building to develop, embed and sustain 
 leadership of public engagement in HEIs

• Underpin efforts to realise cultural change, in line with  
 the Concordat for Engaging the Public with Research

• Inform the development of resources targeted to middle  
 managers, who are currently recognised to be requiring  
 support in how best to support PE within the teams and 
 departments they lead (as identified in the 2016  State of 
 Play report)

 www.publicengagement.ac.uk/sites/default/
 files/publication/state_of_play_final.pdf

It focuses attention in two key ways:
• It prioritises 20 of the 64 RDF descriptors as being 
 particularly pertinent to the task of leading public 
 engagement

• It explores the behaviours, knowledge and attributes of 
 researchers operating at phases 4 and 5 of the RDF in 
 each of these areas
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Development of the Public Engagement Leadership lens
The public engagement leadership lens on the Vitae Researcher Development Framework has been developed with the 
Wellcome Trust, NCCPE and UKRI, and other key stakeholders from the research and public engagement sector.

“The NCCPE support universities to realise the value of public engagement as an integral 
part of their work, which includes effective leadership at every level. We were delighted 
to support the development of the public engagement leadership lens, which helps draw 
out the many skills needed for researchers to lead engagement well”.

How to use the Public Engagement Leadership lens
The lens identifies 20 key descriptors that we believe are those in which effective public engagement research leaders would 
be expected to excel. The descriptors accompanying them are at the higher levels 4-5 of the RDF in order to demonstrate real 
strategic leadership in public engagement. This lens may be used in partnership with other lenses including leadership, public 
engagement and knowledge exchange.

Research leaders may wish to use this lens to:

– Develop themselves and others

– Identify which skills and attributes are essential in 
 helping them to lead in public engagement

– Reflect on the identified skills and attributes and 
 consider their own behaviour as research leaders 
 within each descriptor

– Identify how the skills and attributes they have 
 developed can be utilised as research leaders in public 
 engagement

– Select areas that they need to develop to be more 
 effective in leading public engagement within their 
 institutions

Other Resources 

NCCPE Leadership Resource Pack
www.publicengagement.ac.uk/sites/default/files/
publication/leadership_resource_pack_0.pdf

Wellcome - Public Engagement
www.wellcome.ac.uk/what-we-do/our-work/public-
engagement-support-researchers

Concordat for engaging the public with research 
www.ukri.org/files/legacy/scisoc/ 
concordatforengagingthepublicwithresearch-pdf/

Public Engagement - A Practical Guide
www.senseaboutscience.org/activities/public-
engagement-guide/

Ten Briefing Notes for Researchers on how to involve 
members of the public in research
www.invo.org.uk/resource-centre/resource-for-
researchers/

Researcher developers may wish to use this lens to:

– Demonstrate to researchers the importance of public 
 engagement at leadership level a

– Demonstrate the need for skills required for public 
 engagement

– Help research leaders to plan their professional
 development considering public engagement

– Enable research leaders to recognise their own 
 learning through public engagement

– Help researchers to develop public engagement 
 leadership skills

* To protect and maintain the integrity of the Vitae Researcher Development 
Framework (RDF) and the Researcher Development Statement (RDS)  and 
to ensure a consistent approach to the development of lenses on the RDF, 
anyone wishing to create a lens on the RDF should seek permission from 
Vitae, and must adhere to the RDF conditions of use. Enquiries regarding the 
development of a lens on the RDF should be directed to rdf@vitae.ac.uk

For further information about the range of Vitae activities go to
www.vitae.ac.uk or contact website@vitae.ac.uk

Vitae and its membership programme are managed by the Careers
Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC) Limited an independent
registered charity. CRAC Registered Charity No 313164.

Vitae, © The Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC) Limited
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• Is a highly effective communicator who varies approach and 
 presents research to professional peers/expert and non-
 expert audience in an inspirational & engaging way 

• Displays an excellent grasp of communications theory 
 and practice

• Is a known advocate for public engagement in
 discipline/research area; has an established public  
 engagement reputation. Occupies a specific public  
 engagement post

• Is able to influence policy by working directly with
 key policy makers

• Creates the conditions for high quality and impactful 
 interaction between research & society 

• Acts as a highly influential advocate for public engagement in academic and  
 non-academic spheres and is recognised as making significant contributions to  
 policy-making bodies and academic committees

• Actively builds collaborations and external relationships and negotiates at national 
 and international level

• Can use a range of leadership styles; includes and enables others; involves others
 in decisions; convinces through argument 

• Is highly sensitive to and respectful of individual differences and helps to
 shape local, national & international policy for equality & diversity.
 Actively considers this in public engagement

• Has expert understanding of the social and ethical 
 issues pertaining to public engagement, and shapes  
 local and national policy and practice in the area

• Promotes public understanding of and involvement
 in the ethical issues raised by research

• Creates a research environment where public
 engagement is valued

• Has an expert understanding of the of the challenges 
 of managing responsive, engaged research projects 

• Can develop strategies to maximise the contribution 
 of research to the wider aims of all stakeholders 

• Shapes and influences the broader research agenda

• Aware of wider economic context. Understands funding complexities and 
 variety of sources for funding for public engagement 

• Highly effective and entrepreneurial in securing investment for public 
 engagement for self and others

• Influences public engagement funding policy within the HE sector and
 professional associations/bodies

 

 

    
 

 

 

 
   

  
 
    

 
    

 

   
  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

Vitae Researcher Development Framework
Public Engagement Leadership lens

Researcher
Development
Framework

Subject knowledge
Research methods: theoretical knowledge
Research methods: practical application
Information seeking
Information literacy and management
                                 Languages
                                                           Academic literacy and numeracy

Analysing
        Synthesising
               Critical thinking
                      Evaluating
                           Problem solving

Inquiring mind
   Intellectual insight
    Innovation
      Argument construction
      Intellectual risk

           Enthusiasm
          Perseverance
           Integrity
       Self-confidence
     Self-reflection
  Responsibility

                             Preparation and prioritisation
                   Commitment to research
                 Time management
       Responsiveness to change
Work-life balance

                                             Career management
                 Continuing professional development
Responsiveness to opportunities
Networking
Reputation and esteem

 Income and funding generation
                   Financial management

Infrastructure and resources

                   Research strategy
   Project planning and delivery

Risk management

      Health and safety
       Ethics, principles
      and sustainability
    Legal requirements
         IPR and copyright
     Respect and confidentiality
    Attribution and co-authorship

Appropriate practice

Teaching
    Public engagement
                     Enterprise
         Policy
                 Society and culture
   Global citizenship

Communication methods
                 Communication media
                      Publication

Collegiality
Team working

People management
Supervision

Mentoring
               Influence and leadership
              Collaboration
Equality and diversity

Engagement,
influence and impact
This domain relates to the 

knowledge, understanding and 
skills needed to engage with, 
influence and impact on the 

academic, social, cultural,
economic and broader context 

Domain D

Domain C
Research governance

and organisation
This domain relates to the 

knowledge of the standards, 
requirements and professional 

conduct that are needed
for the effective

management
of research

Knowledge and
intellectual abilities
This domain relates to the 
knowledge and intellectual
abilities needed to be able to 
carry out excellent research

Domain A

Domain B
Personal
effectiveness
This domain contains the
personal qualities, career and 
self-management skills
required to take ownership
for and engage in 
professional
development

Knowledge base(A1)
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• Motivated to push the boundaries of research by opening it up
 to scrutiny, reflection and application outside academia

• Has the potential to make outstanding breakthroughs considering 
 multiple perspectives

• Understands how different engagement methodologies can be 
 applied within different subject areas, and the contribution these
 can make to the development and application of the discipline

• Is confident in the design of evaluation and any
 public engagement perspective

• Considers how outcomes for public engagement
 are meaningfully described and captured

• Actively seeks new kinds of partnership
 and collaboration and is prepared to
 challenge traditional view points and
 approaches

• Is resilient and determined in the face of
 challenges and set-backs and is actively keen
 to overcome

• Continuously seeks ways to improve own
 public engagement and that of less experienced 
 researchers and/or team/department/institution

• Encourages self-reflection on public engagement 
 and leads by example

• Has long term strategic vision for embedding public
 engagement within the research environment

• Embraces change and anticipates risk. Responds
 decisively, coaches and reassures others 

• Promotes change and contributes to institutional change 
 initiatives to better support public engagement

• Willing to take reputational risk in pursuit of excellence in 
 public engagement

• Is influential in setting standards and devising criteria to define the
 skills for public engagement required of researchers 

• Contributes to the culture of CPD within own institution and
 discipline/research area 

• Leads networks for public engagement

• Generates influence and impact for public engagement through
 national and international network connections with academic and 
 non-academic bodies and organisations 
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