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Concordat for 
Engaging the Public 
with Research

In 2010, Research Councils UK (RCUK) and other UK funders of research joined together to sign  
the Concordat for Public Engagement with Research. The Concordat ensures that public engagement  
is valued, recognised and supported across the research and higher education sectors. 

The Concordat offers the research and higher education sector a set of principles to support and 
encourage engagement. It aims to place a greater focus on, and help embed public engagement  
with research, in universities and other institutions by providing a single, unambiguous statement  
of expectations and responsibilities.

Public engagement is fundamental to research.  
It increases the impact research has on our society 
and economy. 

Principle 1
UK research organisations have a strategic 
commitment to public engagement
Public engagement thrives when there is a strategic commitment ‘from the top’. Many universities have 
now embedded public engagement within their missions and corporate strategies and this has been a 
huge culture change for some. Connecting these top-level strategies with staff and researchers in an 
effective way is crucial.

Principle 3
Researchers are enabled to participate in public 
engagement activities through appropriate 
training, support and opportunities
Public engagement can bring great rewards for the university, staff, researchers, as well as the public  
who have the opportunity to bring in new perspectives to improve the quality of research and enhance 
its impact. This relies on researchers developing news skills and expertise, and this can only be done if 
their institution provides adequate training and support.

Principle 2
Researchers are recognised and valued for their 
involvement with public engagement activities
Recognition and reward demonstrate to staff, researchers and students that their institution genuinely 
values public engagement. This includes promoting the benefits of public engagement, including public 
engagement in staff policies, and celebrating researchers’ successes in public engagement. A number of 
universities are embedding engagement in this way at an institutional level.

Principle 4
The signatories and supporters of this Concordat 
will undertake regular reviews of their and the 
wider research sector’s progress in fostering 
public engagement across the UK
As part of a collective effort to foster public engagement, the signatories and supporters have expanded 
existing or developed new initiatives to encourage and support researchers’ engagement with the public 
throughout the research process.

STRATEGIC COMMITMENT

SKILLS, SUPPORT AND 
OPPORTUNITIES

REWARD AND RECOGNITION

IMPLEMENTATION AND 
IMPACT

The Edinburgh Beltane Public Engagement Fellowship Scheme gave early 
researchers time to develop public engagement ideas, improve their skills  
and act as public engagement ambassadors.

The University of Birmingham has created a Public Engagement Working Group 
comprised of champions across the university to ensure that engagement is a 
core element of its 2015 Strategic Framework.

Cardiff University and the former University of Glamorgan adapted their  
reward and recognition structures so that staff and researchers can include  
public engagement activities as a dedicated part of their role.

RCUK, the UK funding councils and the Wellcome Trust fund the National  
Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) to provide support  
to universities and research organisations.



Being involved in public engagement projects has led to researchers discovering unexpected findings, 
new perspectives, and new ways to consider one’s research. Many researchers have found that through 
engaging the public with their research, their research results have led to transformation of policies, 
thereby enhancing the societal impact of their work. The improvement of skills by engaging with public 
audiences, such as communications and networking, has proven invaluable as they progress in their 
career. Recognition for participating in public engagement projects has also enhanced researchers’ 
profiles as well as that of their research and institution, leading to new positions and additional funding.

Here are just a few case studies from the Inspiration to engage: Concordat for Engaging the Public with 
Research booklet that illustrate the benefits of public engagement and highlight some of the innovative 
ways in which researchers across the UK are engaging with the public.

Public engagement brings rewards to researchers  
at all levels. 

SPOTTING FLYING ANTS

MEET THE DENTAL DETECTIVES

THE Z FACTOR

DANCEROOM SPECTROSCOPY

 Every summer, millions of potential new queen ants take to the air 
to mate with males in their annual nuptial flight. I started the Flying Ant 
Survey to investigate whether they appear at the same time in different 
parts of the UK and what weather conditions encourage ants to fly,  
as well as to raise awareness of this fascinating natural spectacle.
Dr Adam Hart, Professor of  Science Communications

 Skills development for the researchers was an integral part of  
this project. Working with the children on an equal footing provided  
the paediatric dentists with a unique insight into how children feel  
when they are going to the dentist which they will carry with them 
throughout their careers.
Ferranti Wong, Professor of  Paediatric Dentistry

 Having large audiences interested in your work is incredibly 
motivating. It’s very satisfying to feel that we have given something back 
and engaged people in science. Getting data was a bonus!
Nikolai Bode, Researcher

 I’m stunned at how dS has now become something of an 
international underground phenomenon. What started as an engagement 
project has now evolved into something that raises real research 
questions spanning the boundaries of chemistry, computer science,  
and digital media. 
Dr David Glowacki, Lead researcher for the project

More than 6,000 sightings of flying ants were 
recorded in 2012 by members of the public as 
part of a University of Gloucestershire citizen 
science project. By looking out for flying ants 
and taking just a few minutes to fill out a survey, 
the public allowed research to be done which 
scientists couldn’t possibly do on their own.  
It has meant the project is running annually and 
further investigations can now be made into the 
flying ant world.

A unique collaboration between primary school 
children and researchers from Queen Mary 
University London found that children value 
relationships, transparency, honestly and empathy 
when being treated by the dentist. The children 
took a leading role in the research and visited the 
Institute of Dentistry where they experienced 
being a dentist for the day. By using applied arts 
practice to facilitate dialogue, the children felt 
empowered to voice their thoughts and opinions. 
The researchers gained new insights into their 
relationship with children and the way they 
approached their child-focused research. 

Hundreds of people became zombies as part 
of a unique experiment by University of Essex 
researchers to investigate crowd evacuation 
techniques. ZombieLab was busy with more 
than 12,000 people attending over three days. 
The experiment has given the research team 
increased motivation to formulate further 
questions that relate directly to peoples’ lives, and 
participants were able to clearly see the direct 
relevance and potential impact of the research. 
The work led to an invitation from the BBC to 
run a similar human crowd experiment, which 
was featured on Dara O’Briain’s Science Club.

danceroom Spectroscopy (dS) is an interactive 
performance exhibit that allows you to step 
into the invisible quantum world, using quantum 
equations of motion to simulate the movement  
of atoms and molecules using a supercomputer. 
More than 60,000 people have experienced dS. 
The project has allowed the researcher,  
Dr David Glowacki from the University of Bristol, 
to launch new projects that were only possible 
through his expertise in developing algorithms 
from the dS project. David’s achievements have 
also been recognised through the achievement 
of the University’s Engagement Award 2013 
for outstanding engagement; the Best Digital 
Innovation 2012 from the UK Royal Television 
Society; honourable mention for the Prix Ars 
Electronica; and a nomination for a Royal Society 
Kohn Award for excellence in engaging the public 
with science.
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