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Thanks to a new 

public engagement 

officer, the 

Wellcome Trust 

MRC Stem Cell 

Institute is 

developing a more 

coordinated and 

strategic approach 

to public 

engagement. 

Professor Austin Smith, Director of the Wellcome Trust–MRC 

Stem Cell Institute in Cambridge, has a long-standing 

commitment to public engagement and has encouraged a 

similarly positive attitude among the Institute’s principal 

investigators. A wide range of activities are undertaken by 

Institute researchers at all levels, but to date essentially on an 

ad hoc basis. 

The PPE grant associated with the Institute’s Strategic Award 

has been used to establish a public engagement officer position. 

As well as providing additional capacity, the new post is 

enabling the Institute to be more strategic and coordinated in its 

public engagement.  

The public engagement officer will play a key role in 

developing the Institute’s public engagement strategy, in 

partnership with a ‘public engagement champion’ from the 

Institute’s research faculty and postdoctoral and PhD student 

representatives on a public engagement committee. The 

proposed strategy will be reviewed and approved by the 

Institute’s Executive Committee, chaired by Professor Smith.  

A key aim will be to audit all activities that are currently taking 

place. Greater central input and coordination will provide a 

level of quality of assurance, as well as enhanced attention to 

branding and other presentational issues. With additional 

practical support and training available, more Institute staff 

will have opportunities to be involved in public engagement 

activities. 

The public engagement officer is establishing contact with 

other individuals and networks involved in public outreach in 

Cambridge, to share expertise and experience. These include 

researchers involved in public engagement at the Gurdon 

Institute – which has experience in hosting school visits, 

something the Stem Cell Institute has not yet run. 

Strategy development will examine key questions such as 

target audiences, including the potential to reach beyond those 

attracted to traditional events such as the Cambridge Science 

Festival, and enhancing opportunities for public dialogue and 

debate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Talking stem cells  
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Professor Doug 

Turnbull is placing 

patients at the 

heart of public 

engagement. 

The Wellcome 

Trust Centre for 

Mitochondrial 

Research is 

studying the role 

of mitochondrial abnormalities in human disease and 

developing pioneering methods to prevent the transmission of 

mitochondrial disease. With a strong translational focus at the 

Centre, the PPE grant associated with its Strategic Award has 

an emphasis on patient engagement and, particularly over the 

past six months, engagement with policy-makers. 

Funding has been used primarily to recruit a public 

engagement officer, providing an in-house resource to 

coordinate and develop the Centre’s public engagement 

activities, and to reduce the burden on Centre Director 

Professor Turnbull, who has been a figurehead for its public 

engagement work.    

During 2014 and early 2015, activities have been dominated by 

the mitochondrial donation bill – passed in February 2015 – 

and surrounding public debate. Working closely with the Trust, 

the Centre attempted to ensure that debates were factually 

informed and, importantly, that the patient voice was heard by 

decision-makers. 

Although the mitochondrial donation debate took priority, 

sometime has been available to develop other areas of public 

engagement. Patient engagement days provide opportunities 

for the Centre to discuss its work, foster a sense of community 

among patients and carers, and gather input from affected 

families. Focus groups at such events are enabling patients to 

feed into a priority public activity – development of an app to 

provide patients with information and tools to better manage 

their condition.  

Given the complexity and sensitivity of the subject and degree 

of patient involvement, a public engagement officer has been 

recruited with a strong background in mitochondrial genetics 

and disease, in addition to public engagement experience. A 

priority now is to enhance the postholder’s public engagement 

skills, to involve more scientists in public engagement, and to 

strengthen links with other local individuals and groups 

involved in outreach. Longer-term plans for public engagement 

at the Centre are now being developed, to include public 

events, redevelopment of the public-facing parts of the 

Centre’s website and a greater social media presence, alongside 

patient-specific activities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Putting the patient first 
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Dr Jennie Gamlin 

is using public 

engagement to 

build trust and 

community buy-in 

among the 

Mexican Huichol 

population with 

whom she works. 

Dr Gamlin, a 

Wellcome Trust 

Society and Ethics Research Fellow at the UCL Institute of 

Global Health, is undertaking an ethnographic study of 

maternal and reproductive health among the Huichol 

indigenous peoples of north-western Mexico. Centuries of 

oppression, neglect and social marginalisation have left this 

population distrustful of outsiders, including researchers, who 

are seen to be exploiting people for their own benefits and 

offering little in return. 

In her research, Dr Gamlin will be spending extended periods 

working closely with the Huichol people, undertaking in-depth 

interviews to gain insight into women’s health concerns and 

how they are affected by factors such as gender and racial 

inequality. Ultimately, she aims to work with communities to 

develop socially embedded interventions to enhance maternal 

health – ensuring that the communities themselves are integral 

to the development process and have a sense of ownership over 

the proposed solutions. It is therefore important for Dr Gamlin 

to establish good relations with the local communities.  

Her PPE grant is supporting an initiative that will help to build 

trust and demonstrate a commitment to the Huichol 

community, particularly women. Working with a local NGO 

and artistic consultant, she is establishing a space in which 

local women can learn to produce textile-based artworks, an 

important part of Huichol culture.  

The women will be given advice on how to market their 

artworks, enabling them to generate an income. Importantly, 

the initiative will create a space in which Huichol women can 

discuss their health and wellbeing, with each other and with 

project workers, generating themes that will feed into artwork 

development and the research itself. An exhibition of artworks 

will provide an opportunity to engage the wider Huichol 

community. 

The project draws upon UCL’s experience of developing close 

links with communities being studied, including the use of art 

and community-led exhibitions. It illustrates how public 

engagement funding can complement population-based studies, 

creating spaces for dialogue and discussion, and generating 

community benefits while also facilitating research. 

 

  

Building community trust 
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Professor Miles Whittington is 

using a variety of approaches, 

including collaborations with 

artists, to raise awareness of an 

underappreciated aspect of 

sleep. 

In some rare autism-like 

conditions, disruption of brain 

rhythms normally seen during 

sleep interfere with processes of 

memory consolidation, 

affecting cognitive development. Professor Whittington is 

investigating whether similar abnormalities might also affect 

wider populations – children with moderate learning 

difficulties who struggle in mainstream education. 

Professor Whittington is an advocate of public engagement. 

The PPE grant associated with his Senior Investigator Award 

removes one key obstacle – financial – that limits researchers’ 

participation in public engagement. It has enabled him to 

establish a programme of activities to raise awareness of the 

potential role of sleep rhythm disruption in intellectual 

development.  

He is adopting a three-pronged approach. The first is exploiting 

the power of art to engage with audiences that may 

(mistakenly) view science as ‘cold’ and inaccessible. The PPE 

grant is enabling him to maintain a collaboration with 

renowned visual artist Susan Aldworth, the pair having worked 

together on the schizophrenia-based ‘Reassembling the Self’ 

project. He is also establishing new links with artists working 

in other media, including musicians. 

The PPE grant is also enabling him to build on BBC Radio 

contacts. A BBC Radio 3 programme was produced as part of 

‘Reassembling the Self’, and radio producers are involved in 

the new sleep project. A slot has been allocated for a BBC 

Radio 4 programme exploring sleep and cognitive 

development, from scientific and artistic perspectives. 

The third strand of work is an adaptation of the online ‘I’m a 

Scientist Get Me Out of Here’ format, designed to attract 

younger audiences. The website will ultimately unite all 

aspects of the project, including the arts-related outputs, as well 

as information for lay audiences. 

The PPE grant has enabled Professor Whittington to organise a 

range of activities, catering to different audiences, and 

providing scope for discussion and debate throughout the 

period of his Investigator Award. By stimulating public 

interest, the project will also provide opportunities for affected 

families to establish links with Professor Whittington and feed 

into his research.   

Sleep and cognitive development 
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Two PPE awards have 

enabled Professor Russell 

Foster to continue an 

innovative musical 

partnership and to establish 

an Institute-wide platform 

for public engagement. 

Professor Foster has worked extensively with the Orchestra of 

the Age of Enlightenment, using music to introduce children in 

socially disadvantaged areas to fundamental scientific 

concepts. Through the PPE grant associated with his Senior 

Investigator Award, he has been able to maintain this 

successful collaboration, exploring themes related to body 

clocks, brain rhythms during sleep, and the concept of ‘healthy 

sleep’.  

More generally, Professor Foster has stimulated considerable 

public (and professional) interest in circadian rhythms, sleep 

and mental health problems – his TED talk, for example, has 

been viewed more than five million times. In fact, he has 

become a victim of his own success, and is now inundated with 

queries from the public, media and healthcare professionals.  

As well as a passionate belief that public engagement is not an 

optional extra but integral to a scientist’s job description, 

Professor Foster is equally adamant that scientists have a duty 

to respond to the public interest they generate. Given the many 

demands on his time, this creates a dilemma. 

The PPE grant associated with the Sleep and Circadian 

Neuroscience Institute’s Strategic Award is creating an 

infrastructure through which Professor Foster and his 

colleagues can satisfy the huge public interest in sleep and 

mental health. A new public engagement officer position has 

been created, to provide a dedicated resource to coordinate 

responses to a constant stream of queries from the public, to 

explore and develop new opportunities for public engagement, 

and to support public engagement being carried out by other 

Institute staff, including training for all early-career 

researchers. 

The Institute is establishing an extensive and diverse 

programme of activities, contributing to local and national 

events and projects, as well as developing its own initiatives. 

With its research having major clinical implications, the 

Institute is also building stronger links with patient groups and 

charities to ensure they have opportunities to influence the 

Institute’s research, education and outreach activities.  

Body clocks, sleep and mental health 

 





 

 

  



Report Title 

 Public Engagement Case Studies| 10 

This work is © the Wellcome Trust and is licensed 

under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 UK. 

We are a global charitable foundation dedicated to 

achieving extraordinary improvements in human and 

animal health. We support the brightest minds in 

biomedical research and the medical humanities. Our 

breadth of support includes public engagement, education 

and the application of research to improve health. 

We are independent of both political and commercial 

interests. 
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