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0:00 Introduction 

I'm Jon Copley. I'm Associate Professor in Ocean Exploration and Public Engagement at the 
University of Southampton. My research explores the patterns of life in deep ocean environments 
that cover most of our world. And my work in public engagement is very much about raising 
awareness of environmental issues that affect the deep ocean, how our everyday lives are 
connected to the deep ocean, and also how what we're discovering in the deep ocean hopefully can 
inspire people's interest in science and exploration. 
 

00:37 What does impact mean to you and your work? 

Impact to me is all about those benefits that our work brings to wider society, beyond, you know, 
the academic understanding of our research fields. And so that can be in lots of ways. It can be 
cultural enrichment, it can be inspiration, it can be raising awareness. I'm so pleased that we've 
moved on from the idea that impact is purely about sort of economic, you know, spin out companies 
and IP. I mean, that is an important part of impact. But for me, it's something broader.  It's about 
enrichment, and it's about really kind of a partnership with society in, in how we do science. 
 

01:20 What role does impact hold in public engagement?  

I've been really encouraged over the past decade to see how the, you know, the kind of impact 
agenda has changed and broadened.  In the UK, I think, you know, 10 years ago or so inevitably 
there was certainly a UK HEIs there was a little bit of sort of reluctance to engage with this. And it 
was a thing that was being forced on us for the REF and so on, but I've actually found it to be a really 
positive experience because it has made me look at what I was doing, certainly in public engagement 
and forced me to include evaluations, which has been good because then I can assess is it being 
effective or not. 
 
 And also think about the context of my work, through the engagement that we're doing, you know, 
what, what community specifically of place or interest, are actually the ones who are really 
interested in this work, who we can then maybe, you know, forge partnerships with, to explore 
aspects of the work together. 
 
And that's not something I would have considered doing as a researcher, as avenues to explore.  So, 
it's helped me understand the context of my work better. 
 

02:38 How do you embed impactful engagement in your work? 

In the work that I'm doing, I have kind of overarching goals for impact and that's come from 
reflecting about what I think reasonably we can hope to achieve. What are the wider benefits that 
the work I'm involved in could bring,  so I've identified really two overarching ones. One is raising 
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awareness of deep-sea environmental issues and how our everyday lives are actually connected to 
what people tend to think of as being these remote environments - and they're really not so remote. 
And at the same time, there's, there's this kind of a other aim that we have of, of helping to inspire   
in science and about science,  and some of the insights that we can get from science. And so there 
are those two overarching goals, and then that then defines, well, every time we're doing any part of 
our research, you know, how can we create some of that impact? 
 
Well, so let's imagine we're doing a bit of deep-sea field work. We have an opportunity therefore, to 
plan ahead and think, well, let's do some, some live engagement from sea, so people can come 
almost look over our shoulder at what we're doing, talk to us about what we're doing and feel a part 
of that research process. 
 
So that allows us to kind of plan that kind of engagement work into the field work that we do. And 
then only awareness raising as well. Every time we are publishing some results, we think, well, okay. 
Do those results highlight an issue that we would like to raise wider awareness about? In which case 
we plan some media work around that. We think, okay, we've got a research paper coming out. 
 
We might plan a press release and then some media activity around that, towards raising awareness. 
Or are there, you know, are there opportunities to make inputs into policymaker processes? You 
know, is there a select committee inquiry coming up the addresses topics to which our work has 
some relevance. We might have some perspectives to share. 
 
So it it's very much planning ahead, but keeping those two overarching goals in view. 
 

04:42 Can you share an example? 

Well, engagement has become simply part of how we do our research. So all the time we have an 
ongoing engagement program and it takes different forms in different outlets. So I mean over 
several years recently, we've run a massive open online course about exploring our ocean. And, 
these are these free sort of educational programs that anyone online can, can sign up to and take 
part in. 
 
But it's not, it's not formal education. There's no qualification. People aren't taking this to become 
marine biologists or anything like that. It's, I designed it for anyone with any interest in the deep 
ocean and finding out more about. What we're discovering in the deep ocean, how the deep ocean 
is connected to our everyday lives. 
 
And that's been ongoing actually over the past seven years and we keep updating it with new 
content and it's reached more than 60,000 people have taken it up for more than 180 countries. So 
that's an ongoing project I have at the moment. And anything we're doing research wise can feed 
into that.  
 

05:50 What has been your biggest learning in this space?  

One of the things that I've learnt very much over the past decade while doing this has been the 
importance of evaluation when it comes to impact. And that in some ways it's been a little bit harder 
to recognize and identify and achieve for public engagement related impact. I think, I think with, you 
know, economic type impacts, you've got an economic bottom line you can point to is there's your 
impact? You know, it generated this much income or, or business activity or whatever.  
 
For public engagement work, evaluation is something that I'm now much more focused on. And I 
really encourage people to, to, you know, find out about, if necessarily team up with someone who, 
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you know, is, is a professional in that area who can help. Because I think a decade ago, I was doing a 
lot of engagement work. I was thinking this is worthwhile. It actually helps to motivate me because 
you know, it reignites my interest in the subject because it turns out other people are interested in 
the subject when you connect with them through engagement. But I was doing a lot of it and it 
wasn't necessarily assessing whether it was particularly effective. 
 
And in some cases I think it probably wasn't effective. It wasn't the best use of my time to achieve 
those overarching goals. So now embedding engagement is really key and that, you know, evidence 
for impact can come in in, in lots of different ways. It can be annecdotal. It can be about showing 
that awareness has been raised. 
 
So now whenever I'm planning any activity and embedding it with research, I’m making sure there's 
evaluation, you know, are, is it, do I have any evidence that it is actually working towards those 
goals? And if it isn't, then actually kind of stopped doing that particular activity, think again, you 
know, approach it differently, pursue a different activity. Yeah. Cause your time is, is, is so precious. 
 
So for example, I got some funding to create a sort of an exhibit and a bit of a roadshow to raise 
awareness of deep-sea environments and was able to take that to several events around the UK, but 
included a kind of a before and after questions thing for audiences. 
 
So people would come through and we'd interact with them and talk to them about our work. And 
before we'd get to them to say, what. Are you aware of any of these things and at the end, you 
know, what have, what, what are you now aware of that you weren't previously? So we could kind 
of show a change in awareness. 
 
And that was been very useful because that highlighted key areas where people had, you know, kind 
of gaps in awareness that we would like to address. And we were then able to focus subsequent 
activities very specifically to those areas that had come out of that interaction. So it, it then informed 
our further development of across an engagement. 
 

08:45 Can you share your top tip on how to embed impactful 
engagement? 

My top tip for kind of getting started with this is, very much, don't feel you have to do it all yourself. 
There are professionals out there who can help you with every aspect of this. And the smart thing to 
do is to reach out to and forge partnerships with those professionals. I think this is something I 
probably did wrong in the early days is I thought, yeah, I can do it all myself. 
 
I'll design the engagement webpage. I'll do all this stuff. And you know, I'm not a web designer. 
There are people who could do a much better job if I'd reached out to them. And if I planned ahead 
maybe to get a bit of. Yeah. To, to, to work with them. So it could be things like producing materials, 
working with the right professional. 
 
There are, there's a, there is a fantastic community of science communication professionals in the 
UK, whether it's making online films or, or audio. Or indeed writing content and so on who you can 
work with, who will do a much better job than, than I would ever do as a, as a, as an academic, you 
know, as a specialist in deep sea ecology. 
 
Similarly there are people who have, you know, a professional academic background in social 
sciences side of things that underpins and informs evaluation. So if you want to get effective 
evaluation, you don't have to kind of reinvent the wheel. There are people out there who know how 
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to do it and partnering up with them and getting ideas from them and involving them working 
together is undoubtedly the smart way to do, do things. 
 
So it's, it's all about it being effective. In achieving your goals for impact but also efficient in terms of 
your investment of time to achieve those goals. 
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