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Do you support and/or embed public engagement in your institution? Is this something you are 

going to do in the future? Collectively, the Catalyst and Beacon Universities have tried several 

activities to change and support research culture including Seed Funds, Champions, Fellowships, 

working with Professional Services teams, evaluation and researcher development.  

Following an interactive seminar the guide below is a summary of key questions and points raised in 

each discussion.  
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Researcher development – Ken Skeldon and Amy Hayward (University of 

Aberdeen) 

 

Q. How do you continue to develop those already clued in? 

A. With incentives, fame lab professional training, festivals etc.: 

Incentives can include 

• Science centre involvement: partnering up to provide training in a place where audience is 

already eager for engagement with those who engage with public regularly. Can provide 

hands-on feel for those being trained and advance skills. This can be difficult though because 

projects can cost money, if science centre helps develop a programme/course it’s important 

to consider the time they might budget towards development. 

• Local groups: Groups like Skeptics in the Pub (http://www.skeptic.org.uk/events/skeptics-in-

the-pub) and Pint of science (http://pintofscience.com) provide a natural development path 

for those already clued in. These groups are low cost, often funded through donations, and 

provide a place to experiment for those wanting to try out new formats. 

• Professional development: Public engagement can be specifically included in promotion 

appraisals, encouraging researchers who wish to progress to attend public engagement 

courses and interact more on this level. Unfortunately this is only relevant to open ended 

contracts so can be difficult where research fellows are on fixed term contracts or grants. 

• Outside of Science: Can use of research funding from AHRC. 

• Point of interest: Turnout for courses can be very low, international students tend to turn up 

more because they need it for their funding but for other researchers development courses 

can be seen as optional, and something to sign up to prospectively but to never necessarily 

attend. 

Q. How do you communicate the importance of PE training to senior academics and those who do 

not value the importance of development? How do you convert the unconverted?  

A. Through a number of way, peer influence, community etc: 

• Middle managements/supervisors are a specific target group for this. Sometimes early 

career researchers see them as a barrier to training, development, and public engagement 

regardless of whether or not this is true. In Aberdeen, we use PI training in public 

engagement to foster a community of acceptance. 

• Use of peer influence to create a community of understanding cannot be understated. If an 

entire research group is on-board with PE, the flow of information and ideas snowballs. Find 

that research groups will organise themselves, create own PE projects, and come to you for 

support. Alleviates amount of work for PE officers. With whole research group 

understanding importance of PE, high impact can be achieved. 

• The importance of training/learning for everyone from early career researchers to more 

advanced researchers was covered and understanding impact. There is evidence of 

improved communication/transferable skills so it’s using this knowledge to get people on-



side. Not every PhD student will become a researcher, so stressing the need for 

transferrable skills is paramount for their future careers. 

• Senior Advocacy: if senior management are on-board, and heads of schools, engagement 

feels embedded, really takes organisational change in some respects for this to happen.  

Q. Original skills programs or latched on to pre-existing?  

A. Both: 

• Frameworks aligned to Vitae's RDF, very important  

• But there is a split of courses between colleges, this allows for tailored courses for 

researchers on topics that might be more pertinent to them. For example, animal research 

public engagement sessions relevant to our college of life sciences and medicine but not 

college of arts and social sciences 

• Packaging training in good titles for university e.g. "responsible research" and making skills 

relevant also important. Helps researchers understand how these skills are relevant to them. 

HR excellence in research badge. 

• Use of Athena Swan for EU funding 

Q. Should training be compulsory?  

A. Highly dependent: 

• High dropout rate on courses that are not compulsory but offering credits to people in 

exchange for courses is not without issues. Do postgrads even value the training if it is 

compulsory or will they attend but not engage?  

• This can be solved by embedding a PGCERT into the programme, only one compulsory 

module then free to make up credits from what they want, have to do three workshops and 

do assessment, write reflective summary of course, as part of the PhD programme. In this 

way the course as a whole is compulsory but the modules are not so there may be more 

enthusiasm for the programme. 

• Not everyone will be an academic after a PhD. Difficulty in pushing the message that CVs not 

always appropriate for life outside of research to research groups but it's true. 

 

Q. How to track usage/follow through? Methods for reporting? 

A. Hard but possible: 

• If you do training immediately before an event (e.g. with famelab, training in the morning 

and taking part in event in the evening) this is an easy way to track and improve follow 

through. 

• Getting researchers to commit to an event or programme during the training, use of festivals 

to monitor follow through, use of master-lists within the public engagement office make 

tracking all activity possible. 

• STEMNET sign up during PE training means researchers’ activity shown on database so can 

monitor follow through. 

• Often researchers who are proud will self-report their own activities and contact if planning 

bigger events. 



Fellowships – Hilary Jackson (University College of London) and Heather 

Rea (Edinburgh Beltane) 

 

Q. What kinds of projects/activities did the fellows do? 

A. Big range! Details on the Beltane (http://www.beltanenetwork.org/) and UCL 

(http://www.ucl.ac.uk/public-engagement) website  

 

Q. Why didn't every department put forward a candidate? 

A. Some are just not very hot on public engagement. Some had an enthusiastic Head of Department 

but not an enthusiastic candidate and vice versa. 

 

Q. Did departments really buy in teachers and researchers to cover fellows' duties? Are they really 

happy to release people? 

A. At Edinburgh Beltane, depts are required to sign an agreement and money to cover fellows' time 

is only released to the department at the end of the fellowship (if the dept has done what they said 

they'd do!). This is a really good idea. At UCL we didn't do this and sometimes the administration has 

not kept up with the intentions of the department. 

 

Q. What was the impact on researchers' careers? Does it prevent/cause promotion? 

A. Hard to say at UCL as fellowships have not yet finished. Some promotions for Beltane fellows. At 

UCL one post-doc's contract has been extended and will include pe work in future and one senior 

lecturer fellow has had their Dean's support to carry on buying out some of her teaching time to 

pursue the project generated by her fellowships. 

 

Q. Were they open to researchers at all level? 

A. Yes. Not PhD students though. 

 

Q. Where did the funding come from? 

A. At UCL first time from the beacons prog, second time from central UCL funding, and third time as 

part of a larger impact acceleration account from EPSRC. 

 

Q. What support is required for fellows? 

A. Quite a lot. They need help overcoming barriers, making networks, gaining support, advocating 

for their engagement among seniors. May need a desk! Need to be kept on track for aims and make 

sure that they don't have too much mission creep. 

 

Q. How much do they cost? 

A. At UCL, around 20k, at Beltane, 6k. Buys a different amount of time at each. 

 

Inter-university partnerships - Heather Rea (University of Edinburgh) 

 

Q. What are the benefits of working with other universities on coordination public engagement 

activities? 

A. One of the main benefits of universities that are from a geographic reason working together is for 

the communities that area.  It reduces confusion and frustration of being contacted about similar 

schemes from multiple organisations.  It also builds trust and allows organisation who are required 

to be inclusive to work with you. 

 

 

 



Q. Is the communication between the universities on all levels? 

A. It is useful to have a Memorandum of. Understanding between the universities, which is a 

communication of the most senior staff. This then gives permission for people at all levels to 

communicate. We work closely with the researcher developers in all the organisations as well as 

having senior staff of our advisory group and brokering relationships between researchers and PE 

professionals in the organisations. 

 

Q. For culture change, was there a prescriptive approach, or was there freedom between 

approaches? 

A. We allowed for complete freedom of approaches. It is important to recognise the strengths of 

each of the institutions and the different cultures and structures with in them. They each moved at 

their own pace. Occasionally competition enabled some institutions to make significant changes 

quickly. 

 

Q. How do you work as a network? 

A. We have a small team of two supporting the network and an advisory group that has 

representatives from each of the institutions and our cultural and community partners. We also 

support a network of Fellows who work with us and we work with the public engagement officers in 

each of the institutions. 

 

Champions for public engagement – Grace Williams (University of Exeter) 

 

Q. What was the recruitment process? 

A. An open call for the first two rounds. For the final rounds we had an open call but also asked 

Associate Deans of Research for nominations of colleagues. The applications were assessed by the 

Catalyst team and another colleague external to the Catalyst. 

 

 

Q. What was your budget and how much time were you able to buy out? 

A. Each round cost between £10,000 - £15,000 depending on the level of grades of the successful 

applicants. For the first two rounds this bought out between 5-10 days and for the final round this 

increased to 10-15 days. 

 

Q. How did you evaluate the Champions? 

A. We are holding a focus group to bring them all together early in 2015. For the final round, which is 

currently active, we are meeting monthly and having open discussions which are led by the 

Champions. 

 

Q. What did you look for in a Champion when recruiting? 

A. Our call for Champions asked for people who were passionate about public engagement and 

wanted to contribute to culture change (which is one of the aims of the Catalyst projects). With 

hindsight, this was a big challenge for them considering they only had a small amount of time. I think 

if we were to do this again we’d look at their personalities as much as their public engagement 

experience. As Champion, they need to be able to be a good ‘connector’ in the public engagement 

network at the University of Exeter. 

 

Q. Would you do anything differently? 

A. For the final round, we changed the focus of the application form as 5 – 10 days just wasn’t 

enough time to undertake a completely new project. The updated application form asked people to 



reflect on existing public engagement activities and say how they would continue their work, 

improve or slightly tweak! 

 

Q. Any advice for someone looking into setting up Champions? 

A. Give it a go! I would encourage anyone managing this kind of scheme to be reflective in their 

practice and be open to adapting the scheme. Listen to the Champions and take on board their 

advice.  

 

Internal communication – Ed Stevens (University of Bath) 

 

Q. Internal structures – who do you work with? 

A. Research Development Unit, Learning and Teaching, Library, Faculty Marketing, Graduate Schools. 

 

Q. Do you have Professional Services staff at your events? 

A. Yes! 

 

Q. How do you promote Bath’s Public Engagement Conversations? 

A. Through our public engagement network, the intranet, posters, graduate schools etc. 

 

Q. Any other advice? 

A. There is huge value in word of mouth. Encourage people to nominate themselves for 

opportunities rather than just have top-down nominations.  

 

Q. Do you focus on reaching Postgraduates? 

A. Yes – they’re the researchers of tomorrow. 

 

Q. Are you starting to develop and online toolkit to support researchers? 

A. We’re in the process of asking the researchers what support they need and want. 

 

Q. Case studies – Are case studies that focus on national and international more impactful than 

international case studies? Where do the case studies go? 

A. Our case studies tend to focus on the story of the engagement, on why researchers choose to 

engage and the benefits to them and their research. To this end, the scale of the activity is less 

important. We use our case studies as examples in relevant training sessions and at on-campus 

public engagement events. The case studies have been produced to support and inspire researchers 

rather than with external publics in mind. 

 

Q. Is there training available for support staff? 

A. Yes, all our training sessions are open to support staff, as are our public engagement 

conversations and annual showcase. We always find a strong showing of support staff at our events. 

Creating platforms for engagement – Greg Oldfield (University of Sheffield) 

 

Q. Is there one central place for community organisations to access the University? 

A.  We do have an External Relations Manager who works in Corporate Affairs who is the official 

entry point for community organisations.  The role also includes going out and attending local 

resident forums to discuss how the university can work with the community.  However there are 

issues as there so many entry points for external organisations to access the university not everyone 

goes straight through to the External Relations Manager.  University of Brighton have the CUPP 

system for community organisations which is a model that works.  



 

Q. What area of the University do you sit in? 

A. When the Public Engagement Team won the funding we sat in Corporate Affairs, which 

incorporated Marketing, Media, Internal Communications and Digital.  However in May 2014, the 

decision was to move the Public Engagement Team into Research & Innovation Services, to work 

closer to the REF team and support functions for research funding.  The Impact Consultant in the 

University of Sheffield, whose role is to advise and work with academics on impact also moved into 

the team in September 2014. 

 

Q. When working with external partners, what is the timeline? 

A. The University of Sheffield work with a number of external partners, specifically Sheffield City 

Council to deliver a strand within their Off the Shelf literary festival and Doc/fest which is the third 

largest documentary festival in the world. In terms of timeline, once we have agreed the activity 

with the external organisation, we start the process 6-9 months before the event is planned.  So for 

example with Doc/fest we are doing a call out to academics in December 2014 to take part in the 

‘Meet Market’ in June 2015.  However, pre-work on agreeing which academics to ask, drafting the 

application form, agreeing format of the event with Doc/fest started from October 2014. 

 

Q. How do you work with external stakeholders? 

A. There are a number of stakeholders we work with such as Sheffield City Council, Off the Shelf and 

Doc/fest.  I have focused on the larger partners but we also work with independent artists, 

companies and organisations: 

 

We work with Sheffield City Council in a number of ways; they support us by providing venues and 

advertising for free/reduced price in return for cross promoting them on our print materials and 

event website pages.   

 

We also work with Off the Shelf which is the literary festival in Sheffield where 21 academics talk at 

the festival about a recent book/paper they have written with regard to their research.  This 

enriches the festival which is a literary festival which focuses on fiction and poetry so to have a non-

fiction educational strand is really valuable to Off the Shelf.  Over 1,200 people attended our events 

and the events received significant coverage and local press. 

 

We worked with Doc/fest which is the third largest documentary festival in the world.  Doc/fest is 

held in Sheffield in June with over 1,500 delegates who come from across the globe.  We run a ‘Meet 

Market’ where we have fifteen academics meet fifteen documentary makers in a ‘speed dating’ 

format to discuss opportunities pitching their research to film and TV makers.  Doc/fest work with 

academics to understand, prior to the event, their research and give advice on what they feel would 

work in a pitch.  After the event in March the documentary makers select 5 academics to go through 

to a public pitching event within the Doc/fest in June.   

 

Working with other Professional Services – Bryony Frost (Queen Mary 

University of London) 

 

Issues 

• How to network/find professional services in an institution 

• Centralised Professional Services who aren’t in the same place 

• How can Professional Services and researchers work together as a team? 

• Lack of understanding around public engagement 

• Disparate structures between faculties/schools/colleges 



• Difficult to communicate and raise awareness when there is no central public engagement 

team 

• Lack of central support for key areas like impact and public engagement 

 

Solutions/suggestions 

• Requirements from funders can shape University policy 

• A central point of contact for public engagement is key 

• Support from senior leaders can help 

• The creation of toolkits and guides for researchers 

• Lunchtime public engagement sessions that are open to academics and professional services 

• Have public engagement in the institutional strategy to help encourage people to help 

• Find common ground with other professional services staff (e.g. impact and REF) 

• Read/find/signpost individual policies 

 

Influencing senior leadership – Trevor Collins (Open University) 

 

Working in an engaged way should be of interest to the senior leadership team within your 

organisation, however, you cannot take that for granted. In order to raise and maintain the profile of 

engaged ways of working within your organisation, you may need to be pro-active in understanding 

the priorities and objectives of the senior leadership team, and create opportunities to demonstrate 

where and how engaged practices can help your organisation achieve those objectives. 

Understanding leadership roles, priorities and values will help you develop a strategy for engaging 

with your organisation’s senior leadership team. Within a university context the values and priorities 

of the university are typically documented in the university’s mission statement (or charter) and the 

university’s strategic plan (and in Scotland, a Scottish Funding Council Outcome Agreement, see 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/funding/OutcomeAgreements). Institutional planning documents, such as 

these, will help you identify the priorities of your organisation.  

The next level within a university is likely to be the school, faculty or department that you work in. 

Again there will be business plans or unit plans that document the priorities for your unit. These will 

align with the institutional priorities, but will be within the specific context for your unit and are 

therefore likely to address particular aspects of the organisation’s plan. Depending on whom you are 

seeking to influence and the scope of your engagement work, you may want to think through 

distinct strategies for promoting engaged ways of working within your unit and across your 

organisation. 

You are likely to be aware of who the senior leadership team is within your organisation, however, it 

is not always obvious who works closely with them and what the processes are for informing their 

work. Identifying the authors of the institutional documents (e.g. strategic plan and unit plan) might 

help indicate some of the working group or committee members that shape these documents. 

Sometimes, even within large organisations, it may be possible to draw on your existing network of 

colleagues, in order to help create opportunities to engage with and influence the leadership of your 

organisation. In most cases where you can find allies across the university that share your objectives 

you are far more likely to be successful by working together.  



The Leadership Foundation for Higher Education seeks to support the development of management 

and leadership skills within Higher Education in the UK, and have produced a range of research 

reports and guidelines. In 2009 Tom Kennie published a report for the Leadership Foundation on 

Academic Leadership that I’ve found useful when considering what makes an effective academic 

leader (available to download from http://www.ranmore.co.uk/ranmore.aspx?page=3). He presents 

six dimensions of academic leadership that you may want to consider when trying to influence 

others: 

• Credibility: Including personal, peer, positional and political credibility. 

• Curiosity: Setting intellectual challenges and developing a culture of creativity. 

• Collegiality: Team, discipline, academic unit, profession and institution collegiality. 

• Capabilities: Horizon scanning, sense-making and planning, facilitating performance through 

interventions and/or support, connecting people and celebrating achievements. 

• Character: Integrity, resilience and distinctiveness. 

• Confidence: Inner intellectual confidence and outer (external) confidence. 

As one of the eight RCUK funded catalyst projects for public engagement with research, we’ve been 

trying to influence the research culture of our university to promote more engaged ways of working. 

In our context, this has involved working with a range of groups across the university to try and 

understand the enablers and barriers, which required a shared understanding of the territory. In 

addressing this foundational challenge we co-produced a definition of engaged research. Some of 

the other changes that we’ve helped bring about include: an annual awards competition recognising 

excellent engagement; the revision of the academic promotion criteria to reward knowledge 

exchange and public engagement activities; and support for the development of unit plans that 

consider resource allocation for engagement practices.  In all cases, these activities have included 

working with leaders at all levels within the university through research-informed interventions. Of 

the six c’s listed above, working with the capabilities and credibility of the people involved in 

institutional planning has been critical to starting a process of change. Their curiosity, collegiality, 

character and confidence have helped to continue the process. 

Role of peer influence – Rhiannon Thompson (University of Aberdeen) 

 

Q. How to get keen people to influence other? 

A. Through reward and recognition (Aberdeen has a Principals Prize), through spreading good news 

stories through press releases, using online communications such as e-zines. 

Q. How to use influence to change culture? 

A. Through sharing of best practice, involving other team members, including public engagement in 

promotions criteria. 

 



Seed funds – Helen Featherstone (University of Bath) 

 

Q. Why did you have seed funds? 

A. Our seed funds served several purposes beyond facilitating researchers to try out new 

engagement ideas:  

• They helped surface examples of public engagement that we weren’t aware of. 

• They helped us understand how the research community was thinking about public 

engagement. 

• They highlighted broad gaps in experience amongst applicants such as evaluation and 

understanding public needs. 

• Involving senior management in the review process helped secure buy-in for high-quality 

public engagement of the sort we wanted to see more of. 

• Once the projects were complete they were used for internal communication to raise the 

profile of public engagement. 

• The case studies developed from the projects provided mechanisms for peer-to-peer 

learning. 

• Support for the grant holders created a sense of community. 

Q. What value is good for seed funds? 

A. About £2000-£3000 should be enough. We’ve found that many people need a lot less than this 

and when we offered funds up to £5000 the bids at this scale were not noticeably better than those 

in the mid £2000. Don’t be surprised to receive bids of a few hundred pounds. 

Q. Did you let researchers buy out time? 

A. Yes, but it wasn’t generally worth it. Grants of this scale very quickly get eaten up when 

researcher time is included. We found it more helpful to the success of the projects when partners / 

collaborators could claim their time. 

Q. How did you support evaluation? 

A. With difficulty! We expected grant holders to self-evaluate but this wasn’t always effective. 

Researchers with a history of reflective practice produced excellent evaluation reports. You could try 

having an evaluator who works with each cohort of grant holders to help them with collecting data 

and report writing. This will have to be handled sensitively so the evaluators are seen as mentors, 

rather than judges. 

Q. What makes one application win over another? 

A. That depends on your criteria for success. We found that there were applicants who used 

appropriate language but were intending to deliver something we didn’t want to support. Make sure 

your review panel can read between the lines. 



Think about how you can ensure all colleges/faculties are represented. There are disciplinary 

differences in public engagement practice and you could inadvertently favour one faculty over all 

others. 

Q. Can you share your application forms and guidance? 

A. Yes, but if you want to create your own try this: 

• Reduce admin and bureaucracy. The money you are offering is minimal – make sure the 

effort required is appropriate for both applicants and reviewers. You could take a look at 

similar schemes on offer within your university to judge appropriate processes and 

procedures.  

• If you are using seed funds to develop shared understanding then keep the criteria as broad 

as you possibly can – be careful of over stipulating and pre-empting what quality public 

engagement looks like. 

• Think about your review panel and choose your panel wisely. Can you involve people who 

you need to influence? Do your panel understand the agenda?   

• Can you bring your successful applicants together for a meeting and to create a sense of 

community? 

• Consider how you’ll give feedback to those who are unsuccessful so they encouraged to try 

again or look elsewhere. 

• Have the template for the end of project report ready to share at the beginning. Be open to 

reports being submitted in a variety of forms – especially where community partners are 

involved. 

 


