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How public engagement contributes to social justice and 

corporate responsibility and can lead to a range of positive 

social outcomes  

 
By embedding public engagement into their work, universities are better able to respond to social 
need locally, nationally and globally. They can make a positive contribution to social justice, and 
develop more effective ways to support people to make a difference.  
 

 

Evidence:  

1. ‘Evidence Counts. Understanding the value of public dialogue’, (Sciencewise-ERC/BIS 2010) 

This report summarised findings from a number of Sciencewise-ERC public engagement projects.  It 
found compelling evidence of the following benefits to researchers and experts taking part. 
 
‘Benefits for wider society include: 

 Building trust in Government and public institutions by increasing openness and transparency in 
decision-making processes, and helping public participants to understand and have confidence 
in public policy processes.  

 Strengthening democracy, by providing new ways that citizens can engage in, and influence, 
political and policy decisions (e.g. the allocation of resources). Appropriate recruitment ensures 
the   involvement of traditionally disenfranchised sectors of society. 

 Building skills and enthusiasm for active citizenship. As people gain confidence in their opinions 
and that someone will listen to and take account of their views, their interest and willingness to 
take a greater part in society increases.  

 Building social cohesion and social capital by bringing diverse types of people together in a safe 
environment in which they can exchange views and work together on a joint enterprise, and get 
to know and better trust people from sectors of society that they would not normally meet. 
Dialogue ensures everyone is tolerant of the views of others, even if they disagree’. 

 
In summary, the report concluded that ‘public dialogue provides four types of benefits: 
• ‘added value’ benefits (dialogue adds to the value of the process) 
• ‘unique’ benefits (which can only be achieved with dialogue) 
• ‘developmental’ or ‘transformative’ benefits (around learning and capacity building) and 
• ‘instrumental’ benefits (such as legitimacy of decisions or strengthened democracy)’ 
 
2. ‘Universities: engaging with local communities’, (UUK 2010) 

http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Uploads/Strategic-Research-documents/Evidence-CountsSummary-report.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Publications/Documents/EngagingLocalCommunities.pdf
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This report, produced by UUK to capture the community impacts of universities, provides a useful 
national overview of their activities: 
 
Student volunteering: The commitment from student volunteers through students’ unions is 
substantial. Every year, 67,000 students volunteer with a charity and the most common reason given 
is to help in their local community. Students actively contribute to local life through their 
participation in volunteering schemes, including:  

 conservation work, such as repainting and refurbishing local parks and play areas 

 helping the elderly 

 organising recycling and rubbish collections 

 supporting people with disabilities 

 working with children, for example, after school workshops and mentoring  
 
Universities increasingly work in partnership with students' unions to identify ways in which they can 

have a positive impact on their local communities. By working together, students' unions and  

universities increase the effectiveness of their work through the sharing of expertise, resource and 

contacts. 

Social justice and mobility: Universities play a key role in ensuring social justice and increased social 
mobility. Widening participation, to ensure that all those with the ability to benefit from higher 
education are able to access it, is a key aim of all universities. Universities undertake a wide range of 
initiatives and projects to widen participation including schemes to attract those with no family 
history of higher education. 
 
Universities also engage extensively with local secondary and primary schools and colleges to help 
raise attainment levels and to encourage those with the ability and aptitude to apply to university. 
Many universities provide local schools and colleges with a number of opportunities, including: 

 campus visits 

 conferences 

 encouraging recent graduates to act as mentors for students 

 masterclasses on specific subjects 

 summer schools 

 sport in schools and the community 

 taster days 

 Universities also work with asylum seekers and refugees to provide education and training. 

3. ‘Bursting the Bubble: Students, Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 

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

Students make a significant contribution 

 Student volunteers contribute significantly to university life and the wider community through 
the hours they volunteer with groups and organisations as well as the informal helping they 
offer: 49% of students surveyed volunteered at least once with an organisation in the academic 
year 2009/2010. 

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

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/bursting-bubble-students-volunteering-and-community
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 Students are welcomed particularly for their enthusiasm, creativity, and dynamism when 
compared to other volunteers.  

 

A desire to make a difference  

 Students believe that they make a worthwhile contribution to communities through their 
volunteering and welcome constructive feedback from organisations: 82% of student volunteers 
feel that their efforts are appreciated. 

 

 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
‘What got me excited about science was meeting a brilliant scientist and seeing how much he loves 
his job! So I try and do the same – I try and show how every day at work is different and how my 
work may make people feel better as I do medically relevant research.’ Dr Mirela Delibegovic, RCUK 
fellow, IBES, College of Life Sciences and Medicine, University of Aberdeen 

 
 
 
‘The presentations (which are assessed) provide the opportunity for students to demonstrate their 
learning, their enthusiasm and growing understanding of their subject. Many students continue to 
volunteer for the same organisation and for some it provides the impetus for their choice of 
dissertation topic or career’.  Dr. Liz Ross, Lecturer in Social Policy, University of Birmingham, cited 
in ‘Bursting the Bubble: Students, Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 

 
 
 
"I want engagement to help people to understand what a university is and what it does. My office 
looks out over one of the poorest areas of Manchester, but the university has traditionally been 
quite detached from the people in those areas." Professor Nancy Rothwell, President, Univerisity of 
Manchester 

 
 
 

 


