
Public Engagement by Researchers
In 2015, a Consortium of 15 funders of UK public research1 commissioned TNS-BMRB to conduct research to provide 
independent evidence to inform future strategies for supporting researchers to engage with the public. It also wanted 
to update the understanding gained from a survey of scientists and engineers, published by the Royal Society in 20062. 
A sample of 2,454 research staff of all disciplines working in universities, research institutes and clinical settings across the 
UK were surveyed3 and there was a separate web survey of 269 public engagement enablers (staff who support and facilitate 
researchers in their PE activities)4. These are the key findings from research published on www.wellcome.ac.uk/PERSurvey 

1. Funders are Wellcome Trust; Royal Society; British Academy; Royal Academy of Engineering; Academy of Medical Sciences; Royal Society of Chemistry; Research Councils UK; UK Funding 
Bodies (HEFCE, HEFCW, Scottish Funding Council and Department for Employment and Learning - Northern Ireland); Department for Business, Innovation and Skills; Department for Health 
(National Institute for Health Research); Health and Care Research Wales, Welsh Government; and the Scottish Government. The project is also supported by Universities UK. 2. The Royal Society 
(2006) Survey of factors affecting science communication by scientists and engineers 3. There were 2,454 responses and a 22% response rate. 4. There were 269 responses and a 33% response rate. 5. Public 
engagement activities as defined by the Concordat for Engaging the Public with Research. Signed by 52 research funders, the Concordat sets out clear expectations for research organisations, 
researcher managers and supporters and researchers themselves. The Concordat aims to strengthen existing good practice in public engagement by ensuring it is valued, recognised and supported.

What are the main benefits of researchers engaging with the public? (selected key findings)

Inform the public/raise awareness

56%
42%

Ensure that research is relevant

41%

50%

Maintain public support for research

42%
20%

Recruit students 
to your subject

15%
11%

Learn from public groups

33%
20%

Contribute to public debates

54%
18%

STEM researchers n=1542 AHSS researchers n=886

A high proportion of 
Researchers (AHSS and 
STEM) understand public 
engagement as a two-way 
dialogue, rather than a 
one-way communication.

Raising awareness
of research/

subject

Showcasing relevance
of research

Informing people about 
what to do and why

What is public engagement and why do it?
Most researchers agreed that they had a moral 
responsiblity to engage with the public. 

11% 9%

12%41%
Interacting with an 

audience or the 
public/two-way 

dialogue

34%
Talking/disseminating 

to the public

n=2454

Strongly agree
36%

Agree
37%

15%
Neither agree 
nor disagree 4%

Strongly
Disagree

Most researchers have 
done at least one form of 
public engagement in the 
past 12 months5, though 
activity is often infrequent.

Between 2006 and 2015, there has been a significant 
shift in attitudes; public engagement is valued more. 
Yet there has only been a small rise in the proportion 
of STEM researchers who undertake public engagement 
or communication. 

AHSS (Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences) researchers are 
more active than STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics) researchers in communication and public 
engagement about their research. 

Gave a public
lecture

Public dialogue
event/debate

Participated in 
public engagement or 

communication activities 
in the last 12 months

74% 78%

Believe it’s important 
to find time to engage 

with the public

49%
58%

Would like to spend 
more time engaging 

with the public

45%
53%

AHSS researchers
n=895

2006 2015

Extent and nature of public engagement in 2015

40%
64%

Worked with teachers/schools 33%
40%

24%
42%

16%
36%

7%
20%

8%
14%

stem researchers and public engagement
public engagement activities in the past 12 months (2015)

Worked with museums, galleries,
science centres, etc.

Engaged via theatre, film,
performance, etc.

Collaborated with entertainment
industry (games, broadcast, etc.)

82%

n=2454

STEM researchers
n=1558

n=1481 n=1556 n=1479 n=1498n=1440 n=1558

8%

Slightly Disagree
“Don’t know” answers (0%–4% 
of responses) are included in 
the base but not shown. n=2393

Percentages may add to 99% or 101% due to the effects of rounding. Where multiple responses were allowed at a question, percentages will sum to more than 100%.



STEM researchers, 2006 n=1480

STEM researchers, 2015 n=1521

AHSS researchers, 2015 n=871 3%

Just over a quarter of all 
researchers in 2015 had 
received formal training 
in either communications 
or public engagement in 
the previous five years. 
Informal “on-the-job” 
learning was more 
common.

STEM researchers in 
2015 feel better equipped 
to do  public engagement 
than in 2006 although 
only a minority feel 
“very” well equipped. 
Arts and humanities 
researchers were more 
confident in their public 
engagement skills. 

How well equipped are researchers in public engagement?

Very well equipped Fairly well equipped
Not very well equipped Not at all equipped

8% 43% 35% 8%

11% 52% 27% 7%

18% 55% 23%

28%

Formal training 
received

1%
Other

have you 
received Any 

training in 
the last 5 

years?

n=2379

Barriers and Incentives for Public Engagement

Key challenges affecting the role of public 
engagement enablers (top 4 results) 

What are the main factors stopping you personally from getting more 
involved in public engagement? (all researchers, top 4 results) 

Difficulty in encouraging researchers to take part

Lack of resources to meet demand

Lack of effective internal coordination accross institution

PER not rewarded or recognised internally

39%

34%

33%

31%

What are the main factors that would encourage you to get more 
involved in Public engagement? (all researchers, top 4 results) 

If someone invited me to take part

If I was relieved of other work

If grants for PER covered staff time

If I had (more) training

38%

48%

23%

21%

reward and recognition structures in place (all enablers)

Awards or prizes 
for PER

33%
None aside from

informal recognition/
praise

44%Other

3%
8%

Don’t know
25%

Included within performance 
reviews/promotion criteria

Competing pressures on time emerged as the most prominent 
barrier for researchers undertaking public engagement in 2015. 

Enablers cited challenges related to persuading researchers to participate, 
suggesting researchers are not always aware of the opportunities on offer. 

Competing pressures on my time

Lack of opportunities/difficulty finding relevant audiences

Not enough funding/difficulties getting funding

Lack of recognition of the value of PE

61%

26%

26%

18%
n=2426 n=267

n=2367 n=264

Institutional Support and Policy

Increased Stayed the same Decreased Don’t know

Department Institution

perceptions of change in Public Engagement activity and support in the past 
decade (all researchers who have been in research for 10 years or more)

are your institution and department generally supportive 
towards public engagement? (ALL researchers)

Amount of PE activity 70% 8% 21%

Encouragement 
from HEI/RI 12%64% 20%

Quality of PE activity 14%54% 29%

Support from research 
funders for PE 15%49% 31%

Practical support 
from HEI/RI 27%

1%

3%

4%

4%

4%
36% 32%

39%
Yes

39%
Don’t know

DOES YOUR 
INSTITUTION 

have a formal 
written PER*

strategy?

14%
In development

No
6%

n=265

n=1360

24%

No training but 
offered

47%
No training 

and not offered

The results indicate a perception of culture change over the past 
decade. Researchers (and also enablers) perceive an increase in public 
engagement volume, quality and support over the longer-term.

Developing and 
implementing a formal 
institutional strategy or 
policy seems a work in 
progress across the sector, 
according to public 
engagement enablers.
*Public Engagement for Research
“Don’t know” answers (2%–4% of responses) 
are included in the base but not shown.

Supportive

Fairly
Supportive

Not
Supportive

11%16%16%28%17%21%29%
57%

32%

54%

30%

56%

28%

53%

19%

51%

32%

52%

27%

54%

17%

AHSS
2015

STEM
2006

STEM
2015

AHSS
2015

Enablers
2015

STEM
2015

STEM
2006
n=1029 n=1201 n=716 n=981 n=1170 n=694 n=223

“Don’t know” or “It varies” answers (18% to around 30% of responses) have been removed from the base and are not shown. 
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