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How public engagement can help to build trust and mutual 

understanding 

 
Trust is critical to a healthy HE system - however this is difficult to foster without opening up 
opportunities for the public to engage with the work that universities do.  Over three quarters of the 
public agree that 'we ought to hear about potential new areas of science and technology before they 
happen, not afterwards'. Engagement creates space for trust and understanding to be built 
 
 

Evidence: 

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

RCUK and the then Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) ran the third national 
survey into Public Attitudes to Science in 2008.  While noting many areas of positive improvement in 
public understanding and appreciation, the report noted the public demand and expectations that 
research science and scientists should be more open about their work, be accountable to the public 
for public money invested, and understand and respond to public priorities. For example: 

 only 21% of the public agree that 'the public is sufficiently involved in decisions about 

science and technology' 

 78% of the public agreed that 'we ought to hear about potential new areas of science and 

technology before they happen, not afterwards' 

 79% of the public felt that the Government should act in accordance with public concerns 

about science and technology 

 74% felt that scientists should listen more to what ordinary people think. 

2. ‘What the Public Say: public engagement in national decision-making’. Simon Burrall and Thea 

Shahrokh, BIS, 2010 

This paper considered what citizens who participate in public dialogue events have said about public 
engagement and how it can – and should – be incorporated into governance structures. 
It mined a number of different evaluation reports to reach its conclusions: 
 
‘If the Government is looking to place greater trust in the public to make decisions through the Big 
Society, then the involvement of citizens in national decision-making through more formal public 
dialogue processes is an essential element. Importantly, deliberative processes can also help to 
achieve the wider objectives of the Big Society, namely a move towards far more autonomous 
citizen action. This is because they provide an opportunity to support the development of 
democratic capabilities in the citizens involved and increase the likelihood of the public getting 
involved in future policy discussions’. 

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/per/pas.htm
http://www.involve.org.uk/assets/Uploads/What-the-public-say-report-FINAL-v4.pdf
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The authors add the important rider: 

‘Providing feedback to the public on the results of decision-making (and how public/stakeholder 
views have or have not been taken on board) will strengthen the understanding and legitimacy of 
policies in contentious areas. Effective feedback helps the public to understand the impact they are 
having on policy which in turn builds trust’. 
 
3. ‘Perceptions of and reflections on volunteering: the impact of community service on citizenship 
in students’, Dr Diann Eley, Loughborough University, 2002 
 
This article reports on a longitudinal study of a volunteering programme, and includes a review of 
other relevant literature and evaluations.  It concludes: ‘Volunteering is also central to teaching 
citizenship, developing leadership qualities in students and helping to promote trust and cohesion in 
communities (Davis Smith, 20001). Research into volunteering/community service by young people 
suggests that it adds an interdisciplinary approach to academic study by promoting the development 
of knowledge and skills that enable students to recognise and deal with social issues and to take 
responsibility in the community (Eyler, 20022). Perhaps the most sought-after objective of volunteer 
programmes with young people is an increase in their sense of community and social responsibility’. 
 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
"You can’t expect any drugs policy to have long-term success unless you take people with you. If you 
cut across the grain of the public instinct, it’s disastrous. Engaging with people should help us devise 
policies which are acceptable and sustainable." Roger Brownsword, Professor of Law, Kings College 
London, on Drugsfutures project (evaluation report p81) 

 
 
 
"We also want to put difficult issues, like research on animals, into context. So for example I might 
say, 'Here’s a disease, this is what we need to find out, here’s what we do on patients and here’s 
what we can’t do on patients'.  People are much more able to talk about using animals when they 
see it in that context. And other issues come up, for example about funding for developing new 
drugs: people say they don’t trust big drug companies, so we discuss the issues around whether 
funding would be available from the public purse. Another difficult issue is risk: people ask, 'Is the 
MMR vaccine safe?'  We don’t talk about whether or not it’s safe, but about what is risk”. Professor 
Nancy Rothwell, President, Univerisity of Manchester 

 
 
 
"There are strong arguments that public deliberation and interaction can lead to more robust 
science policy, particularly in areas that are intrinsically interdisciplinary and explicitly coupled to 
societal goals" Professor Richard Jones in The Way Ahead, ed Jack Stilgoe, p68 
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