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Public Engagement 

Being able to communicate effectively with wider society helps 

scientists be transparent about their work, change attitudes 

and opinions, and justify what they do. 

For researchers, engaging public groups with their research tends to 

serve three purposes for them:  

To share and inform others about their work  

To listen to people and communities outside the University 

To collaborate with people and communities beyond academia  

 

Why public engagement matters to you and your research 

Public engagement can provide fresh perspectives on your work, 

increase your profile, develop your skills and foster new  

 research collaborations. 

 



Public Engagement 

Public engagement can:  

improve the quality and impact of your research 

increase the visibility of your research 

support your skills development and enhance your career and 

promotion prospects  

Public engagement can help:  

increase the accountability and transparency of research 

research and universities respond to social needs locally, nationally 

and globally 

build trust and mutual understanding 

Public engagement can demonstrate to funding organisations how 

you are involving public groups in your work and sharing the  

 outputs of your research. 

 

 



Public Engagement Basics 

When planning a public engagement campaign you need to 

know/decide: 

 

Who/What is the intended audience/target group? 

What is their current knowledge? 

Learning outcomes? 

Do you need to assess learning?  How?   

What is your budget? 

Your time must also have a value 

 



Public Engagement Basics 

Channels, Tools & Content 

 

Channels:  Are the pathways through which you will direct your 

message  

 (Social media platforms, other online outlets, TV, radio, print 

media, posters etc.) 

 

Tools:  Are the conduits that will convey the message (specific 

social media platforms, specific online outlets (websites), 

publications, TV shows/demographics etc.) 

 

Content:  Represents the information, style, tone, duration of 

 your message 

 



Public Engagement Basics 

Some Channels & Tools 

 

Media Press Releases, Radio & TV Interviews, YouTube 

 

Social Media outlets 

 

Research Days, Women in Science, Children’s Science, Street 

Science 

 

Public Seminars, Poster competitions etc 

 

Physics showcase at festivals, Film schools, Comedy Clubs 

 



Public Engagement Basics 

The Message 

What do you want to say? 

 

How do you want to say it? 

 

What is your Mission Statement, Logo, or Catchphrase? 

 

What are the implications of your message? 

 

Is it an innovative product or idea?   

 

What are the benefits? 



Public Engagement Basics 

What About Me??? 

 
In terms of your career & professional development, what do you 

hope to gain from your involvement in a public engagement 

campaign? 

 



Public Engagement Basics 

Do a comprehensive identification/mapping exercise of your 

intended audience. All dissemination, public relations & outreach 

activities should be targeted at this group. 

 

For dissemination activities to be effective they must be well 

prepared and targeted.  

 



Public Engagement Basics 

Media: 

• Social Media  

• Other online outlets 

• Press 

• Television 

• Radio 

Media offers the most opportunities for the multiplier effect. 

  Each sub-group can be broken down further. 

 



Public Engagement Career Opportunities 

Communications Officer 

 

Strong knowledge and understanding of marketing, promotion, 

communication principles and practices 

Ability to analyse technical or scientific information from different 

sources and to restructure it into clear briefs and other 

communication activities 

Excellent written, spoken and presentation communication skills 

Knowledge and ability to use IT/online media 

Strong organisation and management skills (planning, co-

ordination and prioritisation) 

 



Public Engagement Career Opportunities 

Communications Officer 

 

Good customer service skills 

Comfortable dealing with senior level individuals 

Have knowledge of protocol and global etiquette 

Ability to work under pressure to meet tight deadlines 

Ability to establish effective working relationships in a multicultural 

environment 

Training Liaison Officers and maintaining “identity and message” 



National Co-ordinating Centre for  

Public Engagement 

 

Website:  https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/resources 

Based in the UK, the NCCPE is publicly funded. 

 

“Inspiring and supporting universities to engage with the public, 

working to change perspectives, promote innovation, and nurture 

and celebrate excellence. 

“...is internationally recognised for its work supporting and inspiring 

universities to engage with the public. 

We also champion meaningful engagement that makes a real and 

valued difference to people’s lives.” 

 

 

 

https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/resources




 





























“The purpose of this report, 

commissioned in summer of 2019, is to 

examine the state of play in strategic 

support for public engagement, not just 

in the UK, but within an international 

context too.” 

 

“Our interviews and desk research 

defined a clear ‘call to action’ for the 

university sector: get a grip on your 

engagement or risk being overtaken 

by events.” 



The Engaged University 

“What we have done and why” 

 

The decade ahead offers significant opportunities and challenges for 

 universities’ engagement with society. The current policy 

environment is demanding a greater focus on societal impact, on 

addressing inequality and accountability, to both funders and 

wider society. Universities cannot take for granted that their value 

is either understood or appreciated by large sections of society. 



The Engaged University 

1. The evolving context for the engaged university 

  

 Headlines 

Higher Education policy imperatives in research culture and EDI 

 (equalities, diversity and inclusion) are concentrating minds 

 afresh on universities’ internal and external engagement. 

 

Universities’ role within civil society is being scrutinised both from 

 within the sector and by civil society; place-based strategy, 

 inequality and impact are all rising up on the agenda. 



The Engaged University 

2. Making and stating the case for engagement 

 

 Headlines 

Engagement is increasingly being positioned as a top-level 

 strategic priority by HEIs, partly in response to increased 

 pressure from both government and funders for impact and 

 accountability. 

 

The ‘drivers’ for societal engagement are volatile and shifting 

 rapidly, meaning that HEIs need to rethink their practice to stay 

 ahead of the curve. The imperative is to create engagement 

 strategies and structures which anticipate rather than simply 

 keep pace with societal change. 



The Engaged University 

3. Turning strategy into practice: ‘Weaving’ engagement across 

the university 

 

 Headlines 

Developing an engagement strategy fit for the next decade 

 requires an intelligent ‘weaving’ of engagement threads across 

 research, teaching and student experience, and the civic realm. 

 

Drawing these strands together is a painstaking but necessary 

 process. It demands high level collaboration between academic 

 and professional leadership and involvement of external 

 stakeholders / partners. 



The Engaged University 

4. Resourcing the engaged university – both people and programmes 

 Headlines 

HEIs who are serious about turning words into action inevitably face 

some difficult decisions about how to balance and focus engagement 

investment. 

Engagement is still relatively rarely resourced as an integrated and 

essential element. Rather it is often ‘added on’ to existing ways of 

working in ways which make it hard to sustain or indeed evaluate 

effectively. 

(The) sector (is) ill equipped to benchmark its engagement resourcing. 

The coming decade will see a shift from hesitancy to confidence in HEI 

investment in engagement: re-engineering of work-flows, systems and 

roles so that engagement is resourced as a ‘core’ function and 

integrated into how HEIs work. 



The Engaged University 

5. Staying ahead of the curve 

 Headlines 

Our interviewees aspired to engagement strategy being proactive, 

not reactive to the latest policy incentive. 

Identified the need to shift the balance of power in our external 

relationships and invest in long term partnership building. 

Learn from other sectors who have successfully responded to the 

engagement imperative. What HEIs are currently contending with 

is something other sectors have had longer to adapt to. 

To move engagement from an ‘add on’ to a fundamental strategic 

orientation requires a genuine paradigm shift in how organisations 

understand their purpose and organise themselves to deliver 

against it. 





 
Why use social media?  

 
 

Social media has become a key way that people connect. 

According to a 2016 statistical bulletin from The Office for National 

Statistics:  

“Use of the internet for social networking continued to grow and 

has become part of many adults’ everyday lives, rising to 63% in 

2016.” 

The bulletin identified that social media use in the 16-24 age group 

was 91%, and in the 25-39 age group was 89%. Only in the 65+ 

age group was it used by fewer than half the public (23%).  

Social media offers a particular opportunity for researchers who 

want to engage the public with their work. There are lots of 

benefits.  



Why use social media?  

Benefits: 

Reach: Provides platform to connect with wider demographic of people than 

face-to-face events, also allows those that work in remote locations to 

connect with the public  

Immediacy: Can engage with social media wherever there is a connection  

Dialogue: Open up conversations to better understand how others are 

making sense of your research, or input to your engagement ideas. Also 

enables audience–led discussion & debate – exposing you to other interests 

& ideas.  

Community building: Develop a community of interest around your research 

or connect with communities who might be interested in your research  

Sharing: Your research, interests, opinions, questions, events, jobs & other 

opportunities, as well as learning from others  

Improving research: Through collaborating, consulting, listening & learning 

from others views of your research & hearing other points of view  

Gather data: Both quantitative & qualitative  

 



Why use social media?  

Benefits: 

Raising awareness: Increasing your profile, networking, raising 

awareness of your research or project, socialising & keeping in touch with 

others & offering the opportunity for an interested public to find out about 

your research  

 

However, there are some challenges to bear in mind before getting started!  

Whilst the set-up costs can be small, time investment can be large 

depending on your goals – so consider how you will build your social media 

activity into your existing routine  

Posting on social media does not mean that you will access the groups you 

want to engage with – you will need to work hard to make connections, & 

get noticed  

Not everyone will welcome your content, so make sure you have a strategy 

for dealing with any negative feedback or trolls  

 

 

 

 



Social Media 

Getting Started 

Knowledge 

What do I need to know about social media? 

Would I benefit from any formal training? 

 

Purpose 

Who am I trying to engage with and why? 

Is social media the correct approach? 

How will I know if I have been successful? 

 

Platforms 

Which platforms are suitable for the people I want to engage with?  

Which are suitable for me and my colleagues?  

 

 



Social Media 

Getting Started 

Content 

Where will I source content? How will I tailor this to the platform? 

Can I 'piggyback' on to other events or engage with others? 

 

Management 

How much time can you put in? Who will manage the account? 

What is the timeline for this activity? 

Have I taken into consideration any ethical or governance issues? 

 

Review 

Schedule reviews to ensure you are on track, & learn as you go. 

What worked well? What didn't work so well? 

Evaulate and use analytics 



 

Quality engagement: purpose and people  

 
When developing an engagement activity it is important to consider: 

The two key things to bear in mind before developing any 

engagement activity:  

Purpose: what you hope to achieve  

People: who you want to engage with  

 

Understanding these two things will help to ensure that the 

engagement that you develop is high quality.  

Understanding who you would like to engage with is as important as 

understanding what you are trying to achieve. Indeed the two should 

inform each other.  



 

Know your intended audience / participants  

 

Who are they? Think about their age/ gender/ location/ interests  

What can you find out about how your potential audiences use 

social media? Once you know you can develop your plan 

accordingly  

Information on the demographics of people using specific social 

media platforms is available. Make use of the available information 

to choose an appropriate platform for your potential audience.  

Consider where you can share your content to engage these 

audiences – you will need to go to them. Do not expect them to 

come to you  

Can you engage with any conversations they are already having?  

 



 

Engage your audience / participants  

 
Social media is a great place to share content, ensure your content 

is high quality & shareable  

Content should be succinct, easy to read, free from jargon & 

stimulate curiosity &/or action  

Consider what is in it for your audience. Why will they care about 

your research or project?  

What do your audience value? How do they currently behave on 

social media? How can you link into their interests?  

Consider where people with shared interests are engaging & go to 

them.  

Make sure you consider cultural, ethical & religious sensitivities 

when framing your content  

Tell people at face to face events how they can connect with  

 you online  

 



 

Your social media presence  

 
Consider who you are representing – individual, research group, project, 

your institution or all of these! 

Depending on your aims you need to decide if you wish to separate your 

‘personal’ & professional profiles. This can differ across networks. Organise 

accordingly before setting up any accounts & check your privacy settings 

Experiment & reflect - What works with the audience you want to engage 

with?  

Link up with others, especially experts in your field already on social media. 

Your institutional/grant funder social media accounts, their large audience 

might support you to grow yours.  

Be generous - share good content relating to your aims, even if it isn’t 

yours, but try to comment on it in interesting ways  

Don’t forget the social part of social media - it’s about interaction with 

people & you need to be involved & be active regularly  

Social media is unpredictable - your plans might not turn out as you  

 expect. Experiment with different approaches  

 



 

Choosing the right tools  

 
Your approach & platform will be shaped by your purpose & the 

people you are hoping to engage.  

 

Here’s some top tips in choosing the right platform:  

Create a new account for work related posts & keep it separate to 

your personal account  

Platforms surge & die, people using them shift, so keeping an eye 

on those changes means that you can adapt your tactics to ensure 

you’re always working towards your aim  

 

Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube, Reddit.   

Pros and cons   

 



What makes content shareable?  

Photos and videos (in particular) are always popular - visual 

elements help increase appeal – add captions to videos to 

increase engagement and aid accessibility however note that 

people don’t always listen with the sound on  

 

Videos should be concise – seconds rather than minutes, 

however this does vary by platform  



Content  

Consider making your content fun and make sure it is relevant - these 

posts are likely to be shared  

Include posts that show there is a person behind the post. People 

want to interact with people. The most successful brands on social 

media act like people  

Make your post clear and accessible and develop your tone  

Content needs to be tailored to the platform you are using 

Be realistic about your content. Is it interesting? Why is social the 

right medium for it? Is it visual and shareable? Does it invite or 

provoke responses? Is it playful and / or relate to the internet culture?  

‘Piggy back’ on other events that are topical e.g. awareness 

campaigns, anniversaries, national days. Planning is key!  



Content  

Share content that people like to see and be creative!  

Set up specific opportunities for people to engage e.g. set 

questions to create conversations  

Keep it simple, unique and useful. You will need to stand out in 

terms of relevance and uniqueness  

Look at your content and analyse its share-ability. Think ‘if I saw 

this post on social media, would I want to share it with others?’ If 

not, why not? Can it be reformatted?  

Don’t just repost other people’s content. Ask people what they 

think about the important article or image? Make your audience 

aware that there’s a human behind the screen  

Give people the opportunity to ask questions and engage in 

conversation. But beware of feeding trolls  

 

 



Content 

Your content should include a ‘hook’. This could be an interesting 

perspective, a question, provocation or theme. Stimulate curiosity  

Exploit hashtags. #hashtags can be useful to keep track of 

discussions / debates / interactions on social media. But, they need 

consistency (e.g. avoid different spellings) and wide uptake to be 

representative  

Targeted posts and collaborations with schools/organisations are a 

very useful way to ensure that your posts have a wide reach  

Don't be afraid to experiment, you're not going to stumble across a 

winning formula straight away. Social media is an ever evolving 

medium and you can be ever evolving along with it to find a way that 

allow you to engage with your audiences in the best way for both 

parties!  



Evaluation and impact  

Getting started  

1. Make sure you have a clear purpose, and set yourself goals/aims to 

measure against  

2. Develop SMART objectives – things you think will help you achieve 

your purposes  

3. Remember – evaluation should be ongoing, enabling you to 

improve what you do as well as assessing the impact of your work  

4. Remember to use both quantitative and qualitative data  

5. Consider your platforms limits for evaluation i.e. some are better for 

testimonies. This can help shape your evaluation approach  

6. Be aware of actual reach vs potential reach – just because you 

have 100 Twitter followers doesn’t mean they will engage with your 

tweet!  

 



Evaluation and impact  

Data Collection 

 

Impact  

1. Testimonial evidence can be a useful source of evaluative 

evidence, but make sure you link it to quantitative data too  

2. Analyse the discussions that have emerged relating to your aims, 

using coding frameworks where possible  

3. Remember that engagement has an impact on you and your work 

– so capture this too  

4. Has your research process changed? Have your ideas of 

engagement been challenged or developed?  

5. Check with networks to see if behaviours/thoughts have changed  

 



Risks and how to manage them  

Using social media is not risk free – just like any engagement it needs to be thoughtful. 

Social media is a public conversation and has potentially international engagers. Risks 

include:  

Content: Can be sensitive to certain communities including international contexts. Be 

aware and get a second opinion. Don’t be afraid to take risks but take informed risks.  

Reputational damage: If you are representing a project or organisation, ensure you 

understand their values and protocols. Think before you tweet! 

Focal point for organisation: You may become a focal point for your organisation and 

have to deal with negative issues. Remember you can choose not to engage. Only 

share what you are comfortable sharing.  

Peers undermining your engagement work: Engagement is not always valued by your 

peers – but if the engagement work is serving its purpose, keep going. Take 

opportunities to share what you’ve done.  

Trolling: An internet ‘troll’ is someone who posts offensive and controversial comments 

online in order to generate reactive responses from other users. Make sure you don’t 

‘feed the trolls.’ If you’re not sure if someone is a troll, you could answer once,  

 but then walk away. Make sure you ask for help and support.  



Risks and how to manage them  

Sustainability: Do you want the activity to be sustained? If not, what will you 

do if your project takes off in ways you did not expect? How much 

responsibility do you need to take to manage this?  

Time drain: Be aware of this from the start. Make sure you factor time in.  

Missing people: Be aware that social media isn’t reaching everyone. Identify 

your current audience, then identify the non-users and those who only use 

social media intermittently.  

Legal challenges: Check the legal definition of defamation and don’t do it!  

Privacy: Be clear about the protocols around what can be shared e.g. relation 

to GDPR.  

Lack of engagement: Social media is an art form and it takes time to build a 

community. Review your approach as you go along.  

Content hijacked by groups with different aims and values: Use of 

hashtags can expand the reach of your posts, but can also increase  

 the potential for your content to be misrepresented.  



Risks and how to manage them  

Difficulty explaining the content: If you find it difficult to convey context in 

tweets consider finding another platform, or provide links to more in-depth 

content that contextualises your tweet.  

Changing landscape: The speed at which platforms change is very fast - 

keeping up to date with the current best practice takes time and knowledge.  

Training: Lots of institutions offer training for social media use. If yours doesn’t 

there are lots of guides and support networks online.  

Differing agendas - Research institutions, charities, universities, businesses and 

other research partners can all have their own social media policies and 

guidelines. These can conflict with each other and it can be a challenge for 

individuals to find out where they stand and ensure that they abide by all the 

conditions they need to online.  

These risks aren’t here to put you off however are worth keeping in mind, 

along with the other tips in this guide to enable you to use social media 

effectively and thoughtfully to engage with your chosen audience.  

Good luck!  

 





Please answer our questions and then we’ll take 

yours. 

 

    Thank you for your time. 



 


