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How engagement helps institutions to to demonstrate 

accountability in a climate of increasing scrutiny   

 
Universities and research institutes receive billions of pounds of public money.  Society and 
politicians are increasingly prepared to challenge investment in public services.  Through public 
engagement, the sector can demonstrate its openness, transparency and accountability and ensure 
that there is well-informed debate and dialogue about future investment. 
 
 

Evidence: 

1. ‘Evaluation of the Research Councils UK public dialogue on UK energy research’, (2008). RCUK / 
Shared Practice. 

In March 2007, Research Councils UK's Energy Programme launched a public dialogue to inform 

decisions about the funding of research areas for the next three years. The aim of the dialogue was 

for these decision-makers to understand public views, alongside academic, industry and government 

views, to help them shape their thinking and decisions on future energy research priorities.  

A formal evaluation was completed, and revealed significant benefits in terms of legitimacy and 

accountability. The dialogue demonstrated that Research Councils UK was willing to open up their 

decision-making processes to include feedback on public opinion, to complement their work with 

institutional and academic stakeholders. Comments from Advisory Group members included: 

"It was important that we exposed ourselves and opened ourselves to scrutiny.  We now know that the 

public does have views on this" (Advisory Group member interviewee). 

"*The main value of public engagement is+ Legitimacy.  We’re spending public money so we need the 

public’s views on what we’re doing.  There are some lessons about how we could spend our money.  

There’s also the question of communication: there is clearly the potential to do more" (Advisory Group 

member interviewee). 

"It is helping us to think through our reasons for funding different kinds of research and to sharpen up the 

justification for what we’re doing … We weren’t expecting definitive results *but+ … it has enriched the 

RCUK’s decision making" (Advisory Group member interviewee). 

http://www.sharedpractice.org.uk/Downloads/RCUK_final_report.pdf
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Bailey et al. 19991, and Holder 20042 also note how public participation can result in improved 
quality and social legitimacy of decisions and outcomes, achieved through including a range of 
knowledge’s and values. 

 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
"To have been involved in the process reassures me and enables me to reassure others that our 
opinions can make a difference and that public bodies are interested in public opinion and do react 
to it. They are not autonomous megalomaniacs who make up rules and regulations for the hell of it. 
They are responsible and accountable.” Public participant in Hybrid Embryo dialogue.  Cited in 
Warburton, D. (2007) Evaluation of the HFEA public consultation on hybrid and chimera embryos: 
Final report (Sciencewise-ERC)  
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