
Developing an open access journal 
about ‘engaged research’ 
Summary of workshop discussions 
Introduction 
This report captures some of the key thinking from an event to explore a new open access 
international journal: Research for All. As a partnership between the Institute of Education, IOE Press 
and the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) this journal is an opportunity 
for researchers and those they work with to share and critically reflect on their work together, 
across the full range of disciplines, sectors, and engagement practices that are involved.  

This two day event in October 2014 brought together a range of people interested in exploring the 
value, potential content and approach of this new academic journal. All event participants 
completed a survey which informed the design of the event and the discussions that we had. Thirty 
people, representing community based and other Third Sector organisations, cultural organisations, 
funders of research, researchers and knowledge brokers, came together to discuss the 
opportunities, challenges and potential for a new journal. This report summarises our key findings, 
highlighting where decisions were made, and where tensions still exist, as we tackle the challenge of 
developing an academically credible journal that represents and connects to all those involved in 
engaged research processes.  

The journal is an experiment which we hope will catalyse new thinking and more effective practice, 
ensuring research is informed by and relevant to all  stakeholders. We are still inviting comments, 
reflections, and ideas about how to make this a valued intervention in supporting engaged research, 
and welcome comments and feedback.  

Definitions 
Clear communication has been a key part of sharing understanding, and therefore we start with our 
definitions of key terms. 

Engaged research: for the purposes of this report, we are using the term ‘engaged research’ to 
describe research activity or products created through some kind of collaboration between 
academic researchers (based in universities) and potential beneficiaries or brokers of that research 
from outside academia. This includes research that harnesses the interest and energy of non-
academics (e.g. recruiting volunteers for ecological studies or archaeology) and research that 
engages with the priorities of people working outside universities (e.g. community-based research 
and partnerships for setting new research agendas). 

Engaged practice: in this report we use the term ‘engaged practice’ to mean the activities relating to 
engagement with research, including consultation, informing, and collaborating. 

Public engagement: Drawing on the NCCPE definition, we use the term public engagement to 
describe the myriad of ways in which the activity and benefits of higher education and research can 
be shared with the various publics for whom the research is or could be of interest. Engagement is 
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by definition a two-way process, involving interaction and listening, with the goal of generating 
mutual benefit. 

Executive Summary 
The event employed a range of techniques and activities to encourage critical and constructive 
feedback on the current plans for the journal. Specifically we sought to explore:  

- If and how an open access journal is relevant to the range of people involved in engaged 
research 

- The motivations and support needed to encourage participation from a diverse set of 
participants through contribution, readership, review and editorial processes, and discussion 
and debate 

- The nature of contributions, and what types of editorial and review processes are relevant 
and appropriate 

- How to bridge the tension between academic rigour and practical value 
- How to ensure that the journal does not privilege only one form of knowledge and/ or 

expertise 
- The role of an interactive ‘wrap around’ space to support participants involvement in the 

journal 
- To what extent a journal is an important part of the engaged research landscape 

 

The discussions, activities and reflections of delegates have been pulled together into a set of 
themes that were explored at the event. 

1. The role of a journal 
There was huge enthusiasm for the creation of a place for reflection on engaged practice by 
academics and those that they work with, but some scepticism as to the need and relevance of an 
academic journal. This was discussed and debated across the two days. Many concluded it was 
worth a try, as long as it was one intervention of many in the engagement landscape, and many 
others were enthusiastic about its value. The journal was perceived to have a range of potential 
roles: 

• Culture Change: Engaged research is still not valued by many in universities, and for those 
working to inspire a culture change in how universities engage with others, an academic journal 
is an important contribution to winning hearts and minds. However, for this to have potency it 
needs to be academically credible. In addition, it needs to be high profile enough to engage 
strategic leaders, research funders and policy makers.   

• Societal change: Engaged research is often about improving society (although there are many 
other motivations). For those for whom this is important, an opportunity to share their practice, 
and to learn from others was seen to be a key need to improve their work, and to ensure that 
their organisation was using research to inform their approach. 

• Improving practice: The findings from a recent study about engaged universities1 were endorsed 
by the participants in the workshop. Currently engagement is bounded in disciplinary and sector 
silos, with little access to or learning between these groups. However there was much of value 

1 Facer, K., Manners, P., Agusita, E (2012) Towards a Knowledge Base for University-Public Engagement: 
sharing knowledge, building insight, taking action, NCCPE: Bristol 
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to be gained from creating a space where all these different groups can critically reflect on their 
work, and share it with others. The journal, therefore, would be successful if, having provided a 
space to do this, engagement practice was improved. 

• Modelling engagement: The journal was seen to be an important opportunity to model engaged 
practice – therefore its content should be relevant and useful to academics and those working 
with them; it should be open access; and contributions from all stakeholders in engaged practice 
should be supported and encouraged. 

 
2. Contributors to the journal 
Participants were in agreement that all those involved in engaged practice should be able to 
contribute to the journal. However it was recognised that this was a utopian vision that needed 
some investment to make it work well. A number of suggestions were made: 

• Nature of contributions: Contributions should be able to be made in multiple formats, including 
films; audio; creative writing etc. This was seen to be really important, and was picked up in the 
next section looking at the role of peer review.  

• Storytelling: We discussed the important role of storytelling, particularly in bridging diverse 
practices, and sharing some of the complexity of engaged research. Storytelling was seen to 
have a real value to the journal but it was recognised that this needed to be in the context of 
providing rigorous evidence, and critical reflection. Clearly stories are a potent currency, but 
there were concerns that this could be used inappropriately. That said it was also recognised 
that a story can be an important way into unfamiliar territory. 

• Language: Not surprisingly for a diverse readership (across disciplines, sectors, and roles) we 
need to use language carefully. Avoiding jargon, and explaining terms that are unfamiliar, or are 
being used in a particular way, will be an important part of the editorial standards for the 
journal. 

• Writing teams: It was suggested that academic and non-academic research partners could form 
teams to create contributions for the journal, ensuring that the content is informed by both 
perspectives.  

• Support: It was suggested that we create opportunities for people to get training and/ or 
mentoring to create articles for submission to the journal; and that we use a proactive review 
process, that supports people until their paper is appropriate for publication, rather than one 
which rejects papers on first submission. This introduces a learning dimension to the traditional 
assessment function of peer review. In addition, participants thought that both academics and 
those working with them would potentially need support in the form of ‘critical friends’ to 
create accessible and credible content (which has currency for academics and those working 
with them.) 

 
3. Rigour and relevance 
This is probably the most important thing discussed at the workshop – the tension between rigour 
and relevance. There was a concern that one would play forfeit to the other – but there were several 
suggestions about how a balance might be achieved. 

• Different types of contribution: The main suggestion was that we accept different types of 
contribution that are reviewed in different ways. Delegates were keen to see a range of types of 
content including book reviews; comment pieces; event reviews and promotions; interviews; 
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conversation pieces; case studies; academic articles. It was suggested that one way of doing this 
might be to have one or two academic articles that reflect on engaged research, that are 
animated through a range of other content. 

• Context and values: It was considered important to provide contextual information when 
providing content from a specific sector or discipline – and that this could also reference the 
value set that sits at the heart of the project.  

• New vs useful: Participants observed that what was important for academics was developing 
new insights and understanding, whereas for those working with universities the most important 
thing was to have useful knowledge that could be put into practice. It was suggested that this be 
reflected in the editorial guidelines for the journal – encouraging contributors to consider the 
use their work might have for practice. One useful suggestion was to ensure every article had a 
set of three bullet points which captured key learning for practice. 

• Appropriate review processes: There was a concern that by having different review processes 
we might inadvertently be suggesting that knowledges and expertise from outside the academy 
are not as valued as those from inside. However this was held in tension with the need for 
academic credibility. Whilst clearly any peer review process isn’t perfect, it has a real currency 
and value, and we should ensure that the journal is peer reviewed appropriately. There was no 
consensus about how this might be done – with suggestions ranging from closed peer review to 
crowd sourced review processes. 

• Judging quality: Delegates agreed that there needed to be clear and transparent criteria for 
judging quality and these should be accessible to everyone wanting to contribute. This might be 
tailored to the different types of contribution – but should be consistent across academic/ 
practitioner contributions. 

• Editorial board: Participants were keen that the editorial board reflect the potential contributors 
and readers of the journal, and that it would be helpful for the board to also involve people who 
would give the journal credibility. There should be an equal number of academics and research 
partners/brokers on the board all working to consistent criteria. It may be advantageous to 
provide support for this group through away days or events, that help explore their role, and to 
explore ideas of what quality might look like.  

• Journal constraints: There was a heated discussion about the practical constraints of a journal 
which, in reality, will consist of a series of pdf documents for each issue. Whilst pdfs can have 
embedded video etc, the template being offered by IOE press is restricted in layout and design. 
These restrictions are born out of making the format easily accessible on multiple devices, an 
important consideration in creating the content.  

• Open access: Delegates agreed that the journal should be open access, but it was recognised 
that this had implications for the contributors, and that the IP and copyright of content needed 
to be clear to those who chose to get involved.  

• Recognising impact: Traditionally leading papers, journals and academics have, in part, been 
recognised in terms of how often they have been cited in other academic articles. Academic 
participants stressed the importance of these measures which influence judgements about the 
careers of individual researchers and the research outputs of universities. As broader societal 
impact plays a larger part in judging the value of universities, there is interest in additional 
measures of research reaching mass media, social media and decisions in the wider world 
(sometimes described as ‘alternative impact factors’).  
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4. Wrap around and journal 
The plan has always been to have an online academic journal, which is supported by an online wrap 
around space, and this was a key point of discussion with delegates – each of whom had different 
ideas about what this should, could and would be. The biggest tension was the concern that the 
wrap around space become the place where engagement practitioners shared content, with the 
journal being only relevant to academics. Most agreed that this should not happen, and it would 
undermine the point of having the journal in the first place. 

• Seamless conversation: Many felt that the wrap around space should be in seamless 
conversation with the journal. So in a sense the journal captures critical content at a particular 
moment in time, but the wrap around provides a space to discuss and develop this content, 
review it, share other aspects of it, and also develop new thinking that could be included in the 
next edition of the journal. This aspiration was captured in the phrase ‘an ideas factory’ (rather 
than ‘wrap around’) which emerged during the discussions. 

• Meeting place: There was a lot of enthusiasm that the wrap around could be a meeting place for 
people working in diverse areas of engaged practice, that could lead to collaborations in the 
future – on journal articles, or on projects. There was seen to be a huge value in the journal 
event as a meeting place, but some scepticism about whether an online space could ever 
replicate the value of a face to face event. Therefore some suggested that the wrap around be 
online and face to face, perhaps building on the engaged practice learning exchange2. This 
would further benefit from writing support that could be provided at such face to face events. 
However as the journal is an international journal we would need to explore how this could work 
in other country contexts. 

• Discussion forum: There was excitement that the wrap around could provide a discussion forum 
that could link to themes for the next journal, which could lead to commissioned articles based 
on the thinking being shared online, and written by the contributors of this thinking. 

• ‘Go to’ place: Some reflected that there needed to be a ‘go to’ place for all the stakeholders in 
engaged practice. We discussed how these needs might be met through the wrap around, and to 
what extent this duplicates content elsewhere, and if and how this might link to the work of the 
NCCPE in this space. Delegates seemed unaware of some of the content already out there – 
which raises questions about if and how the content already provided is useful and sufficiently 
sign-posted. 

• User journeys: Participants experienced in offering online engagement opportunities were keen 
to explore the notion of user journeys, including the motivations of potential participants, and 
how the wrap around and journal might work together. There was a concern that the journal 
would only attract an academic readership, and that other potential readers could be put off 
unless the user journeys were well crafted. Several talked of multiple ways into journal content, 
perhaps through being inspired by a film, or a discussion that then drew the participant into 
reading an article in the journal.  

 

2 The NCCPE launched the Engaged Practice Learning Exchange (or EPLE) in 2013, to provide a space for people 
interested in engaged practice to meet online and face to face to stimulate innovation and share practice: 
http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/work-with-us/engaged-practice-learning-exchange    
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5. Potential content 
There was a lot of discussion about the potential content for a journal – with a particular emphasis 
on cross cutting themes. 

• Quality: What does quality engaged research look like, and how do you know? The journal 
should be a place to share, recognise, and critique what quality engagement looks like, how it 
can be facilitated, and how it can be evaluated.   

• Complexity: Engaged research is, by its nature, highly complex. Therefore the journal should 
create a space to reflect on this complexity – but not in a way that detracts from understanding. 

• Process not products: There was a sense that the journal should not try to be the main place to 
publish the outputs of engaged research – as this should be done though journals supporting the 
relevant discipline(s). However there was a real enthusiasm for a journal focussing on the 
process of engaged research. 

• Relationships: At the heart of effective engagement are relationships. However, engaged 
research has a range of challenges linked to these relationships such as power differentials and 
how these play out, equity, resource allocation, communication, timelines etc. The role of 
brokers, and effective engagement processes could be a key area of interest for the journal.  

• Ethics: Working on engaged research requires an understanding and sensitivity to the ethics, 
however there are few places where this is formally discussed, shared and reflected on. 

• Supply and demand: Delegates reflected on the mismatch between what people perceived they 
needed from research and what academics chose to research and share. The journal could be a 
place to make explicit some of the assumptions being made, and how to better understand 
external demands and interests in research and how this are brokered.  

• Audiences/ participants: Many delegates reflected on the need to better understand notions of 
public/ publics; community organisations; participants. There was a need to better share how 
these groups are theorised and understood, and the journal could be a key place to share this 
thinking as it is critical to engaged practice. 

• Purpose: As important as audiences was the need to understand better the purposes that 
engaged research serves, and how these affect the nature of the engagement activity 
undertaken. 

• Activism: There was recognition that many of the people involved in engaged research and who 
supported it, were activists – working to change the institutions and contexts they were working 
in. The journal could reflect this as a theme across issues. 

 
6. Getting started 
The majority view was that breaking new ground with a journal required us to be really proactive 
with the first few issues.  

• Commission content: At least the first two issues should be curated by the editorial team who 
should commission specific content for it.  

• Editorial: The editorial should provide a context, and an explanation about what the journal is 
and what we are trying to achieve 

• Try it out but do it well: Clearly as the journal develops there will be opportunity to address new 
ways of thinking, contributing, reviewing – however the first two issues should set the tempo. 
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• Theme content: Most believed themes would provide coherence to the content, enabling 
diverse practices to be shared. It was also noted that articles should be tagged appropriately – to 
enable users to access content around particular themes over multiple issues of the journal – 
becoming a library of relevant resources for engaged research practitioners and theorists.   

• Guest editors: People were really keen to see guest editors, prepared to edit themed issues in 
the future, once the journal was established. However these editors needed to have the same 
sensitivity to bringing together diverse content into a journal. It was suggested that each Special 
Issue invite guest editors from both academia and practice to work in partnership. 

 

Conclusion 
The discussions during the two days were rich, engaging, and sometimes really challenging. However 
the majority of participants were in favour of us developing Research for All, and seeing if and how 
we might make it work. From the offers of help from those at the event, there seems to be 
significant demand for an intervention that makes a difference to our thinking and our practice; 
provides an academically credible place to review what quality engagement processes are, how they 
are differentiated between disciplines, sectors and participants, what impact they can have, and why 
they matter; and contributes to a culture change in how universities and society work together for 
mutual benefit. 
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Appendix 1: Summary of participant survey responses 

 

 
Before attending the meeting, participants 
completed a questionnaire about the 
proposed journal. 
 
These are their main concerns 
 
(The numbers indicate the total number of 
people sharing a concern. The numbers in 
brackets indicate the number of these who 
were practitioners/ community members 
first, and the number of these who were 
academics second.) 

 

 
 
These are the important challenges they 
anticipated 

 

 
 
These are their motivations for sharing your 
engagement work through a journal 
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These are the benefits they anticipate 
arising from a journal 
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Appendix 2: event participants 

Helen Graham  University of Leeds 
Kim Aumann NCCPE community partner network 
Karen Brookfield Heritage Lottery Fund 
Mandy Barnett Shared Practice 
Nick Mahony Open University 
Mat Hickman Wellcome Trust 
Trevor Collins Open University 
Andrea De Bortoli Agora Scienza 
Naomi Gibson British Academy 
Abigail Appleton BBC Learning 
David Wyatt University of Cardiff 
Ian Grosvenor  University of Birmingham 
Kay Yeoman University of East Anglia 
Jim Burt Natural England 
Tony Gallagher Queens University Belfast 
Gini Simpson Barbican 
Sharon Clancy  Public engagement consultant  
Kate Newman Christian Aid 
Brigitte Nerlich  University of Nottingham 
Norbert Stenhaus Science Shop Bonn 
Neil Johnson Association of Commonwealth Universities 
Sam Mardell London International Development Centre 
Gene Rowe Consultant 
Jocelyn Cunningham Arts and Society 
Beverley Samways ActionAid 
Jenni Chambers HEFCE 
Penny Evans  Knowle West Media Centre 
Richard Watermeyer  Surrey University 
Sophie Duncan NCCPE  
Pat Gordon-Smith Institute of Education 
Paul Manners NCCPE 
Sandy Oliver Institute of Education 
Jude Fransman Open University 
Jonathan Dore IOE Press  
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