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What is Public Engagement? 

• Who?  
– General community 
– Schools 
– Charities 
– Special interest groups 
– Patient groups 
– End users 

(businesses/practitioners) 
– Government/local 

authorities/policy groups 
– Health agencies 
– Cultural services 
– The media as an intermediary 

From IOP talk by Averil Macdonald 

• What? 

 

 

 
– Two-way dialogue/debate 

– Inform end users of research 

– Influence direction of research 

– Enrichment 

– Evaluable 

"the involvement of specialists 

listening to, developing their 

understanding of, and interacting with, 

non-specialists" (HEFCE, 2006). 



University perspective? 

Outreach to 
local/national 
community - 
enrichment 

Recruitment of 
students 

Work with 
business 

Reputation of 
University? 



Public Engagement and the Research 
Excellence Framework 

• Importance for University funding 

• Demonstrate research impact 

– Publications (4 outputs) 

– Case studies (planned, impact, two-way 
exchanges, evaluable, reach & significance) 

 

 



 

• Research impact includes stimulating interest, 
awareness and debate of scientific issues, promoting 
the value of science, informing government policy 
and influencing business practice. 

Evidence for impact depends upon the reach (numbers and 
diversity) and the significance (what difference did it make). 

 

• Engagement may include dialogue or debate with 
sections of the public, research-informed events 
aimed at cultural enrichment and discourse with end 
users of research who may also inform the direction 
of research.  



Why the need for a strategy? 

• Decline in the public trust in climate science? 

• Time is precious 

• Maximize benefit or impact of research 

• Enhance the quality of research and abilities of 
scientist 

 

There is a place for ad hoc outreach but the above 
points and more indicate a need for a more planned, 
coherent strategy… 



Strategy: Guiding Questions 

• What are we trying to achieve? 

• Who are we trying to reach? 



Objectives 

• Enhance research quality and communication 

• Maximize the impact of research activities 

• Contribute to increasing public understanding 
and trust in climate science  

 



Approach 

• Identify 2-3 major activities 

 

• Individual-led 

– Career, skills, fulfilment 

• Top down approaches 

– Good practice, incentives, strategy 



Activities 

• Existing departmental activities…  

NCAS-Climate@Reading activities: 
– Public Engagement group meetings (monthly) 

– PE activities as a valid promotion criteria 

– NCAS website and preliminary public content  

– Web-based video clips? 

– Research Highlights 

– Web-based Resources 

– Documenting and evaluating activities 

 

http://www.met.reading.ac.uk/outreach/
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/public-engagement
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/pmwiki/NCASClimateRDG/index.php/Main/Talks-in-a-box


NCAS science highlights 

Audience: 
1. Interested members of the public 
2. Funding agencies 

 
Level:  Sixth former (17-18 years), some scientific knowledge 
 
Aim:  Let the public know… 

1. what we’re doing 
2. why it’s useful 

 
Interesting paper coming out?  Write a highlight! 
 
Feedback 
 

http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/public-engagement 



Template 





Feedback 



Things to include over time: 

• Build up a glossary 

• Video/audio content 

• Link to “tutorials” (e.g., ENSO, radiation budget etc) 

• Group the highlights into topics 

http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights 

http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights
http://climate.ncas.ac.uk/ncas-climate-highlights


Communication  
(from presentation by Emily Shuckburgh; further links on Blackboard) 

1. Avoid patronising; but don’t be overly technical in scientific statement. Consider carefully 
whether particular words or expressions may not be understood by a general audience. 

2. Try to improve the presentation of uncertainty. Choose risk terms with care because otherwise 
statements can be misunderstood or misinterpreted and be careful to avoid framing bias. Avoid 
the use of  “could” and “may” if possible because the public is very sensitive to them and 
interpret them as lack of knowledge or guessing. 

3. Recognise that the participants liked information regarding indicators of change (such as the 
bees). 

4. Provide more high-quality graphics including simple graphs. 
5. Recognise that passion and emotion help the public to generate a sense of trust. 
6. Provide solid statements, e.g. carefully explained mechanisms, where possible.  
7. Contextualise numbers and risks in everyday terms (but not with spurious comparisons) 
8. Emphasise implications of uncertainty; people want to know what they can do with the 

information. 
9. Treat communications as dialogue (so learn and improve) and evaluate the impact. 
10. Recognise that the public really want a celebrity scientist they can build trust in to deliver the 

messages and find statements from multiple scientists they have not heard of confusing. 
11. Consider putting more effort into encouraging/facilitating the inclusion of climate science in 

documentary-making since this often provides the base points for people to then hook their 
interest in news stories on. A good book would also be welcomed. 

12. State clearly who funded research (a question frequently asked).  

https://www.bb.reading.ac.uk/webapps/blackboard/content/listContentEditable.jsp?content_id=_1329874_1&course_id=_76059_1

