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How engagement motivates staff and students 

 
The vast majority of staff and students believe they have a duty to explain their work and its social 
and ethical implications to the public.  Through engaging with the wider public, they develop a range 
of transferable skills, for instance in leadership, communication, listening, partnership working and 
project management.  
 

 

Evidence: 

1.  ‘The role of scientists in public debate’, (Wellcome Trust / MORI, 2000) 

This survey by the Wellcome Trust and MORI found that the vast majority of scientists believe it is 
their duty to communicate their research and its social and ethical implications to policy makers, and 
to the non-specialist public.  1,540 scientists were interviewed for the survey about their attitudes 
toward science communication and, in particular, about the importance of the public understanding 
the social and ethical implications of scientific research.   More than half of the scientists had 
participated in science communication activities in the previous year, and 56% wanted to spend 
more time on this.   In the same survey, 97% of scientists said that they could see benefits to public 
communication, and 38% said that they could see no disadvantages to public communication.   

 

2. ‘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: 

 ‘New knowledge, skills and confidence in communicating complex ideas to lay audiences, 
and opportunities to talk to wider audiences (particularly the public) about their work. 
Scientists have valued discovering that they are met with public interest rather than 
hostility. Interaction with other scientists/experts in an informal, safe environment in which 
ethical issues can be explored.  

 Opportunities to hear public views, fears and questions first hand, and to watch the public’s  
immediate reactions to their subject, so scientists can test their own assumptions as well as 
identify where (and how much) the public is excited or worried about the implications of 
their work. This can help scientists ensure improved transparency and scrutiny of their work, 
ask better questions of and within their own research, and it can stimulate ideas for new 
research of public value.  

 Higher personal profile, and higher profile for their work, with other scientists/experts, with 
the sponsoring/commissioning Government department or research institution, as well as 
with the public’. 

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

http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/stellent/groups/corporatesite/@msh_peda/documents/web_document/wtd003425.pdf
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Uploads/Strategic-Research-documents/Evidence-CountsSummary-report.pdf
http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/bursting-bubble-students-volunteering-and-community
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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.  They found that: 

 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:  forty-nine per cent of respondents had given unpaid help to a group or organisation in the 
academic year 2009/2010, with 63 per cent having done so since starting university.  A large 
majority of students who volunteer (95%) are motivated by a desire to improve things or help 
people. 

 Students report many positive impacts on their own personal development, skills and 
employability and derive high levels of satisfaction from taking part: 87% would recommend 
volunteering to friends. 

 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
“RCUK support the idea that public engagement should be a part of every skilled researcher’s 
portfolio alongside teaching, thinking about knowledge transfer, international working etc”. Alan 
Thorpe, Chief Executive, RCUK 

 
 
“You only truly know your own research when you can explain it easily to anyone,” Charlie Mydlarz, 
Postgraduate Researcher, Acoustics, Salford University 

 
 
"The most important benefit was gaining a fresh perspective on my research, being asked questions 
about what my research is for. You need to reply in a non-jargon way. I had to reply with content, 
otherwise the schoolchildren would have asked the same question again. The questions were things 
like, ‘Why would someone want to spend 4 – 5 years on this?’ And they were persistent questioners: 
while other audiences might not insist, the schoolchildren would ask again and again until they got 
an answer that satisfied them ... I had to answer questions that I was trying to avoid...The research 
was of better quality because I had to answer deep questions. I had to think around deep, hard 
questions because I didn’t want to embarrass myself. So the improvement wasn’t in terms of data 
but in terms of feedback." Aikaterinin Chatsiou, PhD student in computational linguistics, 
University of Essex  

 
 
"I was interested in some of the facilitation techniques – the use of post-it notes, for example … It 
was fascinating for someone like me, a lecturer usually giving information on my home ground" 
Drugsfutures dialogue: academic interviewee. 
 

 
 
“Initially I was motivated by the opportunity to challenge myself by working with a variety of 
children from different backgrounds.  However, as I progressed with the volunteering I was also 
motivated by the children’s engagement.  They engaged with the activities and I began to see my 
learning outcomes being fulfilled.  Although not all children fulfilled all learning outcomes, each child 
made a marked improvement in their understanding of culture.  The majority of children, also learnt 
key skills such as power-point.  The chance to see yourself make a difference in a young person’s life, 
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is what motivates me and will keep on motivating me for years to come”.  Laura Calsela, 
Undergraduate Student in Language and Literature in Education, University of York, cited in 
‘Bursting the Bubble: Students, Volunteering and the Community’, (IVR, NCCPE, 2010) 

 
 
 
"The positive feedback you get from public audiences is ten times better than any feedback you get 
from academic audiences. For example, I gave a talk at a local school recently and they had brought 
the local press and had all the Governors there – it makes you feel very important. But you have to 
be careful not to get hooked on that!" Professor Nancy Rothwell, President, Manchester University 

 
 

 


