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Editorial: Engagement for change

Sophie Duncan* — National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, UK
Sandy Oliver* — UCL Institute of Education, UK

A scan of previous issues of Research for All bears testimony to the breadth and depth
of practices that seek to engage the public with research. This diversity of practices is
to be welcomed. It recognizes that engagement has many different faces, and different
outcomes, and that collectively opening up research to the public has value to society
and to research.

We therefore welcome contributions about all forms of engagement with
research, whatever the languages used to describe it. Covering outreach, science
communication, community engagement, patient involvement, public engagement
and knowledge exchange, the journal’s pages have captured the learning from the
breadth of approaches undertaken across the world.

In our opening issue, we reflected on this broad territory of public engagement
by using the metaphor of a map (Duncan and Oliver, 2017a): many of us occupy just
one part of the territory, where we are very comfortable; other areas are much less
familiar, but offer the opportunity of new vistas. We sought to create a space in the
journal to reflect on different practices, and to share actionable learning.

What all these practices share is a commitment to mutual benefit (NCCPE, n.d.).
Wherever public engagement happens, there should be benefits for all involved. In
the UK, inspired by the Economic and Social Research Council’s impact toolkit, and
informed by an analysis of impact case studies from the UK Research Excellence
Framework (NCCPE, 2016), the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement
describes three main impacts from public engagement (NCCPE, 2018):

e Conceptual impacts: improving knowledge and understanding, encouraging
empathy, and changing how people think

e Capacity building (or capability): changing what people do, by improving networks,
capabilities and skills

* Innovation: changing how the world works, by informing policy, changing systems
and addressing social inequalities.

As suggested by the definition of public engagement, these outcomes are relevant to
all involved: the researchers, publics and collaborators.

At the time of writing, we are four years on from the launch of the journal, and in
the midst of a global pandemic. It is therefore helpful to pause and reflect on what we
are learning together about the practices of engagement that lead to these important
impacts. In our editorials, we have reflected through the Johari window, to consider our
positionality when it comes to working together (Oliver and Duncan, 2019), and we have
recognized the deeply human elements involved in effective engagement (Duncan and
Oliver, 2019), and the time it takes to cultivate effective collaborations and practices
(Oliver and Duncan, 2020). We have considered what makes learning new or innovative
(Oliver and Duncan, 2021), and how the global COVID-19 pandemic is both impacting
engaged ways of working, and illustrating how they have value (Duncan and Oliver, 2020).
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And we have considered the motivations for engagement (Duncan and Oliver, 2017b)
and creating conditions where effective practices can thrive (Duncan and Oliver, 2018).

This current issue opens up reflections on a range of different engagement
practices and impacts, and invites a conversation on the processes needed to create
fertile ground for making a difference to research, researchers and society. Many of
the papers reflect on the practice of knowledge exchange. Another common term
to describe the processes of engagement with research, knowledge exchange has
become a clear policy agenda in the UK over the last ten years. As a consequence,
there has been significant investment in enabling and supporting effective knowledge
exchange between different groups of people. Knowledge exchange seeks to ensure
that everyone involved changes as a result of this exchange, and therefore that
collaborations grow and develop over time.

We are therefore delighted to showcase a special collection of papers, drawn
from a 2019/20 seminar series on Knowledge Exchange and the Creative Industries.
Cole's paper introduces the collection, comprising her piece along with Clarke,
Dawson et al., Gray et al. and Moreton, and all these papers are introduced more fully
in the account below. Considering the practices reflected on in the seminar series,
Cole notes that academia and the creative industries are primarily vocational sectors
and, as a consequence, can lead people to dive into collaborative working without
putting the necessary procedures in place to protect all those involved. This tension
between having the time to develop a relationship, and the need for more formal
processes surrounding ethics and intellectual property, sits at the heart of these types
of activities, and there are no easy solutions to address it.

Several papers reflect specifically on conceptual impacts, and on the role of one-
off interventions, which are an important part of the engagement landscape. Sadler’s
longitudinal study on the long-term impact of science shows (one-off, interactive events
for families) suggests that two and a half years after the event, the shows continue
to be remembered, and, in some cases, the learning has been applied. Mathieson
and Duca share their approach to STEM (science, technology, engineering and
mathematics) engagement using the entertaining format of an escape room, unusually
within the context of a science centre. They demonstrate how the format encouraged
participants to engage with complex scientific ideas. And Keith and Griffiths share an
approach to enabling young people living in a deprived area of the UK to engage with
science. Their novel methodology, SCENE (STEAM, community, enquiry, narrative,
entertainment), has evolved over the five years that their festival has been running, and
they have used evaluation as a critical friend, to develop, change and grow, to meet
the interests and needs of their target participants.

Conceptual impacts are often a necessary part of achieving capacity-building
impacts. It is hard to change how people work, without first improving knowledge and
understanding. For example, Dawson et al. explore the creative and lived experience
of grief, through creating a fiction film, providing a rich sensory and emotional
engagement experience. They reflect on how this changed the thinking and practice
of the co-researchers, but caution that while the experience of a fiction film can be
therapeutic, for some it can be really unhelpful. Film-making is also picked up in a
paper by Pick et al., who were keen to develop a collaborative approach to working
with young people to explore brainwashing in the Cold War. Using visual essay films
created a space for the young people to reflect on the social influences that affected
them, and informed the thinking of the researchers involved.

Capacity-building impacts are also explored in three further papers. Bridges
sought to address lack of engagement with classics through a targeted funding call,
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offering small amounts of funding to enable researchers to develop engagement plans.
She shares how to use this as a culture change resource, through offering feedback on
unsuccessful projects, and providing a platform to share outputs. Salter et al. reflect on
the relationship between engagement, impact and participation at a baby and child lab,
where sharing the latest research in developmental psychology with new parents built
trust and understanding, with the consequence that many went on to be participants
in research. And Sheppard et al. consider the value of patient and public involvement
for a county hospital, and remind us of how valuable this can be for researchers and
publics, the investment of time needed to develop effective mutually beneficial ways of
working, and the need for key people to act as facilitators and brokers of engagement.

The third impact area, innovation, is explored by Moreton, who hopes to see
innovation in policymaking. His paper shares insights from a long-term programme,
Research and Enterprise in Arts and Creative Technology (REACT), which brought
creative practitioners and researchers into dialogue together, and provides a
useful framing of the role of creativity within modern economies, before exploring
the challenge of the instrumental measures used to assess the value of knowledge
exchange collaborations. The paper reflects on the need to walk a line, balancing
complicity and resistance to the politics in order to be effective. He cautions that ‘we
must remain vigilant to how we are reinforcing problematic concepts of market-driven
creativity through our work, even when we are trying our hardest to reimagine those
concepts as something brighter or more progressive’ (286).

Innovation impacts are also needed when considering support mechanisms to
enable effective practice. These include audience insight and understanding, to help
shape the approach, as explored by Dreyer et al., whose European project sought to
inform the design of public dialogue through exploring the views of potential dialogue
participants. They found that those interested in getting involved wanted to see the
relevance to them, to be actively involved in the dialogue, and to understand the
resource implications of taking part at the start.

Innovation impacts are also illustrated by Stelfox et al. and Clarke. Stelfox et al.
developed a collaborative knowledge exchange approach around research, in order
to improve lives of turtles and people. Their paper describes how collectively they
are addressing the issues raised by turtles becoming entangled in fishing tackle,
and demonstrate how this has refocused the research questions, and supported the
development of education programmes for local people and tourists, and a turtle
rescue centre in the Maldives. Clarke describes a digital placemaking toolkit that
inspires people to reimagine new futures for their places. The toolkit itself seeks to
change how publics are involved in planning processes. Co-production sits at the heart
of the development, ensuring that all those involved undergo change. He explores the
need for consequence scanning, to look at positive and negative outcomes that could
arise from the collaboration, and to agree how these would be handled.

The impacts illustrated across these papers help us realize the mutually beneficial
effects of engagement. However, our papers also touch on some of the unintended
impacts, or the challenges of working in these ways. Our authors remind us of the
costs of long-term collaborative approaches to working together, and provide useful
insights as to how to ensure that these working relationships can work well.

For example, Gray et al.'s honest reflections on the costs of researchers and
dramatists coming together, and the assumptions made about how the partnership
could work, remind us that priorities may be different depending on your context. The
collaboration sought to engage school students with virtual reality, and the authors
reflect on the tensions that arose from these different priorities, with a theatre company
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who were keen to enable more emergent practices, and a team of researchers who
needed to get the appropriate ethical sign-off, and therefore needed to plan every
aspect of the work.

The recognition that knowledge exchange requires significant understanding,
skills and competencies is emphasized by Morris and Stevenson in their paper looking
at the dynamics of working at the intersections, in this case between academics and
policymakers. They explore the hidden dynamics of knowledge exchange, most
particularly the effect of inequities between the collaborators.

To cultivate high-quality, impactful engagement is difficult, and takes a lot of
time. In their paper, Ni Shuilleabhéin et al. consider an approach to integrating public
engagement into the culture of a research institution. Building a community of practice
created an effective mechanism to share learning, and to celebrate excellence. They
reflect on the time taken to build shared understanding of engagement, and the need
for senior leaders to support the work and give lots of practical ideas for embedding
engagement.

This issue is rich, reflecting the complexity of engagement with research, and
the breadth and depth of learning available from those who have been working at the
intersection of research and society.

As the journal has developed and grown, we reflect the maturing of a sector,
deeply committed to engaged ways of working, and keen to build an evidence base
that is informed by all those involved in engagement with research. The journal is
creating a space for exploring what the broad discipline of public engagement with
research might look like, and cultivating shared learning. As a consequence, Research
for All is evolving too. We are moving to a journal where articles are published when
they are ready, rather than in two issues per year, enabling us to save time for authors
who are keen to make their work available, and for readers to get access as soon as
possible. We are providing more guidance for authors; inviting potential contributors
to share their learning points before sharing their papers, to help identify where the
value of the work lies from the point of view of our readers; and encouraging papers
that span the breadth of all forms of research engagement, from across the world.

Globally, we recognize that research has a role to play in our recovery from a
pandemic, in learning to live alongside COVID-19, and in reimagining our futures on a
local, regional, national and global level. In this context, the practices of engagement
become very important, recognizing the expertise of people working in all sectors and
none, in coming together to change how the world works.

As we slowly emerge from the pandemic, we will need to learn and relearn the
art of collaboration, the role of research and knowledge, and the value of different
perspectives and approaches. The journal provides a space to develop a knowledge
base that can contribute to changing how people think, changing what people do and
changing how the world works.
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