
 

Engage Watermark Action Plan 
 

Introduction 

We have reviewed the Engage Watermark Report and drafted this action plan. In this plan we reflect 

on and respond to the praise, challenges and opportunities highlighted in the Report, and outline how 

these are connected to existing, planned or new institutional initiatives and activities. It is worth noting 

that some of the Report points will take clear precedence over others – for which we provide a 

rationale – however all of the responses contained in the report will inform our developing agenda. 

Appendix 1 provides a three year timeline for our planned actions. 

The components of our plan have been strategically drawn up, to leverage our strengths, and prioritise 

activity that will produce the most impact in our key areas of culture change and partnerships. This 

strategic approach has also allowed us to clearly identify the evidence which should be gathered in 

order to evaluate our success. We have also updated and clarified our institutional Public Engagement 

with Research (PER) Strategy; to help us build on our achievements to date and set ourselves 

ambitious but realistic future goals over the next three years, as detailed in Appendix 2.  

The expansion of our PER team, which began in January 2018, will also be key to our success in further 

improving the landscape, by helping us to effectively support, encourage and sustain PER at the 

University of Birmingham (UoB).  

 

 

Shared Understanding 

(UoB Strategic Aims 1, 2 and 3) 

UoB is a large and complex organisation and we consider that a number of the issues raised in the 

Watermark report relate to the challenges of reaching a shared understanding within this kind of 

environment, both within our institution and between ourselves and external partners.  

1. The Watermark report identifies issues relating to reward and recognition and understanding 

quality, as well as raising questions about the extent to which there is a collectively agreed and 

understood definition of PER at the University.  

a. A project has commenced with HR, involving the DPVC Impact and the Deputy Director 

Research Planning, to ensure impact and engaged research are properly accounted for in 

the University’s reward and recognition processes.  

b. Complementing this piece of work, we will also build on discussions commenced in 2017 

about reaching a shared institutional understanding of quality PER, so as to be better 

able to support managers and staff across the University with planning and assessing PER. 

This will involve a number of School-level meetings with Research Support Services, Heads 

of School, senior staff and HR and the subsequent creation of guidance documents for 

researchers and professional services. The challenge here will be to champion high quality 

engagement whilst preserving diversity and nurturing creativity. We believe that reaching 

a shared understanding of the meaning of high quality PER as an aspiration for all 

researchers, rather than developing an inflexible definition of the meaning of PER itself, 



 

will drive our activities in the right direction, while avoiding the appearance that the 

University is discouraging  or even denigrating entry-level PER activity. 

 

2. We are also contributing to a project aimed at reviewing and re-designing the research section of 

the University’s website. The Project Steering Group is chaired by the PVC (Research and 

Knowledge Transfer), and the PER team is represented on the Working Group. The PER Committee 

(PERC) will be consulted as a focus group to help inform the development and navigation of the 

site from a public and researcher perspective, and to better connect research activity to different 

audiences. The plan is for the first phase of this piece of work to be completed by autumn 2018, 

and we are confident that this will help to address issues with the lack of effective representation 

of PER on the website and improve signposting for publics using this route to approach the 

University about research activity.  

 

3. Alongside this, we will also take opportunity to tackle internal communication about what PER 

support is available to researchers and how to access it. We will review how best to present the 

support and resources available for staff wishing to undertake PER, both from the core PER team 

and other teams in Professional Services who help to support engaged research, reflecting our 

integrated institutional approach to engagement. As well as the website, we will explore a range 

of mechanisms to improve communication about PER opportunities and support.    

 

4. The report also identified the challenge of balancing pragmatism and values in our messaging 

about PER. Our priority, as set out in our Institutional Strategic Framework and reflected in our 

goals, is to be a University for “Research that matters”. This is based around our cross-institutional 

mission to make important things happen, critical to which is the need to connect to and inform 

the public in order to effectively translate our research programmes into tangible societal change. 

Importantly, we see this priority as synergistic with – but not driven by – REF, with the impact 

agenda here and elsewhere in the external research (/funding) environment very helpfully raising 

the necessity of strong engagement practice. As a natural result of supporting more high quality 

PER activity, especially collaborative or coproduced work, we would expect to see an increased 

role for PER in REF impact cases. We will develop a communications strategy that acknowledges 

and seeks to address any tension here. Our primary messaging will focus on the numerous and 

varied benefits of PER at various levels (e.g. for civic benefit, enjoyment and enhancing skills), as 

described in our Strategy.  

a. This agenda will also be partially addressed through PER training available to all 

researchers (see ‘Engaged Training’), which will ensure that all new-to-PER researchers 

have clear expectations around our goals for and definition of high quality PER. Our higher 

levels of training provision will then cover a wide range of targeted areas, of which REF 

Impact will be one. This will allow us to target training around the inclusion of PER in REF 

Impact Case Studies to those who need it, rather than giving an impression that the 

Institutional value of high quality PER is driven by REF Impact; an approach we can now 

follow due to having increased our capacity and developed Impact pipelines. 

 

5. In addition, the PER Team is involved with two large-scale projects; the creation of the Green Heart 

space on campus and the redevelopment of the Old Municipal Bank in Centenary Square (the 

project referred to hereafter as ‘Centenary Square’) in Birmingham City Centre. Both will provide 

superb opportunities to showcase our research. But we are keen to ensure that these projects are 

much more than a ‘shop window’ - instead we aim to realise the potential to use each space as a 

focus for public engagement activity in a way that will inspire collaboration, innovation and 



 

excellence in PER, and lead to measurable outcomes in the region and beyond. These projects will 

compel us to tackle issues of moving beyond the usual suspects (both staff and publics), our 

values, increased and accessible PER support, developing a clear understanding of quality and 

reward and recognition if we are to achieve our aims successfully and sustainably. We aim to do 

this by actively listening to a wide range of stakeholders and audiences, constantly learning and 

reviewing our position. An initial meeting with local stakeholders has already been held. While 

providing excellent opportunities to refine current and inform new practices within PER, both 

projects are multi-stakeholder within and have a range of complementary ambitions which means 

that they will not be dominated by – or dominate – the institution’s PER approach, which will 

continue to be driven in support of our broader staff community. 

The actions we have outlined are also reflected in our 2018-2021 Strategic Goals (Appendix 2). The 

specific goals that will help us to foster shared understanding and best practice are: 1a, 1f, 1g, 1h, 1i, 

1j, 2a, 2h, 2i, 2j, 3a and 3b.  

 

 

Evaluation and Evidencing 

(UoB Strategic Aims 1, 2 and 3) 

Critical to all activities is an effective approach to evaluation and evidencing. This applies both to PER 

activities being undertaken by our academic colleagues and support activities being undertaken by 

the team.  

1. The forthcoming appointment of two evaluation specialists to the Research Planning Team (in 

which the PER team sits) will provide expertise and resource to advise and assist in this task. These 

evaluation specialists will assist with a broad range of evidence strategies, both quantitative and 

qualitative and have a particular focus on academic activities.  

a. Specifically, we have a number of Schools/Institutes where aligned research groups are 

working as collectives to undertake public engagement initiatives tied to the School’s 

impact strategy; these evaluation posts will be able to offer expertise on scaling up 

ambitions strategically over time through undertaking innovative and effective 

evaluation practice shaped by the various types of data captured.  

 

2. The PER team have also begun to put into action a plan to record our own activities and progress 

to support the continued case for investing in PER at UoB, including indicators that we know are 

already valued at UoB, but also building in areas (such as audience development) that we wish to 

highlight as valuable and can inform wider institutional practice.  

a. In this work in particular we will also work with colleagues in order to develop the best 

ways to monitor and evidence internal culture change and external reputational benefits 

(though the latter will be harder to evidence, we must tackle this to make the best case 

for investment in PER at UoB). We intend to learn from best practice where the University 

has relevant expertise such as the Strategic Change, Business Engagement, Ref Impact 

Evaluation and Equality and Diversity Teams as well as working with PER practitioner 

networks to develop best practice specific for PER evaluation.  

The information we gather will provide the basis for a ‘glossy brochure’, which we hope to produce at 

the end of 19/20, to more explicitly share concrete evidence of PER activities that we have supported 



 

and facilitated. This showcase document will also help to legitimise PER, raise our visibility and esteem, 

and recognise researchers who undertake good quality work.  

These actions are also reflected in our 2018-2021 Strategic Goals (Appendix 2). The specific goals that 

will help us to ensure we adequately evaluate PER at UoB are: 1c, 1e, 2b, 2d, 2k, 3d and 3k.  

 

 

Audience Development 

(UoB Strategic Aims 1 and 3) 

The Watermark report highlights the need for the institution to start to move beyond the usual 

suspects in relation to the publics with whom we engage.  

1. We have already begun to learn from internal and external good practice (e.g. from audience 

work carried out by the Barber Institute), from ongoing research projects which are specifically 

embracing working with the “seldom-heard” (e.g. ENCOMPASS) and from our regional cultural 

partners who have undertaken work in this space to understand good practice in audience 

development; we seek to learn what initiatives have been tried locally, what has worked and what 

has not. We will also learn from the various national SEE-PER activities which we have been invited 

to join.  

 

2. We will use these discussions to help inform our work to broaden the spectrum of those with 

whom we engage, considering a range of parameters including ethnicity, social deprivation, age, 

physical ability and neurodiversity. Again, we will also look to our colleagues with experience in 

best practice in this area.  

a. This work will inform our programming for Centenary Square, but we anticipate that we 

will also be working in multiple ways across a range of venues and partners in the region 

that are suited to publics with whom we engage.  

 

3. We have already begun developing an audience strategy, included here as Appendix 3, which we 

are now going to begin to test and refine against the different types of activity we are planning 

and different types of audience that we hope to attract, whilst being aware that this type of work 

requires sustained commitment to build trust and therefore effect real change.  

a. We are also about to embark upon a project to undertake a wide-ranging review and 

mapping exercise using external facilitators to better define the audiences we reach well, 

those we would like to reach ,and the appropriate strategies.   

Our 2018-2021 Strategic Goals also reflect these aims, in particular Goals: 3e, 3f, and 3g.  

 

 

Engaged Training 

(UoB Strategic Aim 2) 

As stated in our application, we are developing an integrated Engaged Research training programme, 

working closely with Professional Services colleagues to address skills and support needs for our 

academic colleagues wishing to undertake engaged research.  



 

One major benefit of bringing together all types of engagement into one platform will be the increase 

in accessibility and visibility of PER, but this will also further legitimise PER activity by providing 

training on the same platform as, for example, business and policy engagement. Our approach is to 

divide the training into three levels. First a short, introductory session, providing an introduction and 

building an overall picture of engagement (Level 1), followed by targeted, sessions based around 

particular types of activity (e.g. activities for festivals – Level 2). The Level 3 sessions will then be for 

those who want to learn specific skills e.g. coproduction, filming, submitting parliamentary evidence 

etc. Overall, we believe that this tiered and more targeted approach will get many more researchers 

involved; moving beyond the ‘usual suspects’ on our staff, and also lowering barriers in terms of 

making time for engagement and perceptions of relevance.  

a. This will ensure that all staff and PGRs (and in particular those who are new to the 

institution, as Level 1 provision will be highlighted at central induction) are able to access 

training and given a good grounding as to where PER fits within academia and how to go 

about getting involved and finding support, which is often the initial barrier. A key aspect 

of all Engaged Training will be that participants will gain skills that they will be encouraged 

and supported to use from the very first session. For example the Level 1 training will 

end with a ‘call to action’ where participants are asked to outline something that they 

would like to do as a result of their activity, either in the short or long term. We will then 

signpost each participant to a possible next step. Examples of this might include; Level 2 

training on a relevant topic; a relevant colleague, group or opportunity; or existing 

resources, information or toolkits.  

b. Our bespoke third level sessions will also allow researchers to dip in and out of training as 

and when it is required, rather than trying to teach everything to everybody. This will not 

only help to drive quality, ambition and innovation in those who are receptive, but also 

be a more efficient approach as those who attend the higher level training will already be 

experienced in carrying out PER.   

Our 2018-2021 Strategic Goals relating to the creation of universal provision for engaged training at 

UoB are: 2e, 2f, and 2g.  

 

 

Partnerships 

(UoB Strategic Aim 3) 

1. The PER Team already works closely with the Cultural Engagement team, which has developed a 

wide range of high quality, sustainable relationships with a variety of partners. Now, through the 

appointment of a dedicated Research Engagement Officer, we are working to facilitate high 

quality and innovative PER outputs in collaboration with both existing and new partners that are 

relevant to both our agenda and that of our partners, and which take into account our audience 

development aims. The range of partners with whom we work will evolve over time, reflecting our 

own engagement priorities, but also the potential mutual benefits for both – in terms of profile, 

originality, accessibility.  

a. In some cases these and other partners may work with us on more of a consultancy-type 

basis during the decision-making phases of projects and /or for very specific strands of 

short-term activity (e.g. facilitation of bespoke workshop sessions on the engaged 

research training programme or consultancy as part our envisioned ‘Brains Trust’ of 

advisors for the Centenary Square project).  



 

b. As liaison between partners and researchers is critical to such partnership work, we must 

also bear in mind timescales and reflect the value of researchers’ time investment in 

reward/recognition activity.  

 

2. Noting the feedback in the report, and working with Professional Services colleagues at UoB who 

are experienced in stakeholder management, we will ensure that we build in more formal 

mechanisms to be explicit about roles and responsibilities within partnership arrangements, in 

particular in relation to funding issues, and ensure there are clear routes for redress where 

problems occur.  

 

3. We will develop frameworks to help us (both professional services and academics) to standardise 

the way in which we initiate and manage engagement partners and to outline considerations in 

partnership working such as realistic time commitments. But the PER Team will also continue to 

support partnerships that arise organically and which are brought to us via our academic 

community, where these map on to our strategic goals. We will develop both formal and informal 

mechanisms to support such relationships. Our Cultural Engagement colleagues will continue to 

manage cultural partnerships and we will work closely with them to apply their best practice to 

engagement partnership frameworks.   

Our 2018-2021 Strategic Goals: 3c, 3f, 3h and 3i also reflect our aims to facilitate successful, mutually-

beneficial partnerships.  

 

 

Areas for action outside the PER Team 

We have recognised that as a research-intensive university, it is essential that we are clear about how 

staff design and deliver research-intensive teaching, and how they ensure students are engaged in 

research-intensive learning. Public engagement involving our students forms a natural part of this 

agenda. This is the kind of active and collaborative learning that inspires staff to draw on their research 

in practical ways in teaching, and that translates most readily to successful employment and further 

study. We are redesigning our academic year to provide new opportunities for students to access 

enrichment opportunities to learn across disciplines, work with the local community and alumni, and 

develop those skills that support learning. This work is being carried out by colleagues in Education, 

led by PVC (Education), Professor Kathleen Armour, the next phase of which is a redesign of our 

curriculum around the three pillars of inclusion, research-intensive learning and digital education. As 

part of that, we will have a strong focus on providing new opportunities for students to work across 

disciplinary boundaries to address problems and societal issues. This is the ideal context in which to 

develop public engagement activities for students in both problem setting and problem solving. 

Related to this first area is the integration of public engagement with the outreach and widening 

participation agendas and the cross-talk with teacher education and other work with schools; this is a 

large and complex area. However, we are committed to realising the enormous potential benefit of 

undertaking such work in terms of extending research-intensive learning and teaching into the 

classroom, moving beyond the usual suspects in both staff and audiences and lowering barriers to 

participation in PER. The PER Team have already begun a piece of work led by the Head of the 

Department of Teacher Education, Frances Child, and the Head of Outreach, Gail Rothnie, in order to 

set the scope and aims of a collaboration and will be jointly developing a suggested program of action 

to push this forward.  



 

The third area is workload planning. The issue of academic workload and the multitudes of demands 

on academic time is well-known and beyond the scope of the PER team to solve. However, the team 

can – and does – provide a range of support for academic staff which can help them ease time 

pressures, and we need to ensure that support is visible and accessible. We also believe that by 

focussing on Reward and Recognition and on training and support we can break down a significant 

proportion of the barriers to undertaking PER that academic colleagues identify. At institutional level, 

the inclusion of PER in workload allocation models will be addressed in the broader context of refining 

the model to include research impact work more explicitly.  

Summary 

We have set out what we believe to be strategic, relevant and ambitious yet achievable goals for PER 

at UoB over the coming three years. We recognise that, whilst we have come a long way, we still have 

some distance to go to reach our ambition for an innovative community of engaged research that is 

accessible and beneficial for any who wish to participate. Our expending PER Team will be crucial to 

achieving this ambition.  

We will work hard to realise the enormous potential of the Green Heart and Centenary Square 

projects. Both will provide opportunities to address multiple goals, acting as excellent stages, test-

beds, training grounds and assemblies of different people and ideas. But we also recognise that 

successful realisation of our PER Strategy and aims requires a much wider range of projects and 

activities. We will persist in generating other opportunities for PER, and we will also continue to be 

alert to, and supportive of, ideas that emerge organically outside and inside the University.  

Our aim remains: to carry out “Research that matters” by ensuring that the public are embedded and 

prioritised, not only in how we disseminate and discuss our research, but in every stage of design and 

implementation to ensure we realise our potential as a truly engaged university. Key to this will be the 

strategic actions we have set out here to increase activity, capacity and support and improve quality, 

interconnectivity and communication around PER and therefore effectively marry the top-level 

strategy for PER with nurturing of grass-roots creativity.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Action Plan Timeline 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 1 



 

Notes for Action Plan Timeline 
What When 
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ed
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n
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Reward and recognition work with HR. 
The DVPC Impact (H Widdows) and Deputy Director Research Planning 
(E Westlake) have initiated a review of PER and impact reward and 
recognition with HR which will inform the next round of promotions 
criteria to be rolled out for testing from October 2018.  

Jan ‘18 – Oct ‘18  
(Phase 1 – will be 

subsequent 
phases) 

Research pages of website - review and revamp. 
PER represented on steering committee by PVC Research (T Softley, 
chair) and Deputy Director Research Planning (E Westlake). PER Officer 
is on working group and PER Team also to join Research Communications 
group. PERC to serve as a focus group. Scope of phase 1 is to review and 
revamp research pages and inclusion/embedding of engagement is high 
on the agenda. Revamp of PER pages may come in the 2nd phase.  

Mar – Sept ‘18  
(Phase 1) 
2nd phase 

planned Sept ‘18-
‘19 

PER guidance development. 
The PER team and wider Planning Team are developing a number of 
toolkits and frameworks to support researchers including; Quality PER, 
Ethics in PER & Impact, Designing Pathways to Impact. Each will be 
tested before launch, but also developed in response to annual reviews.  

Jul ‘18 – Jul ‘20 
(plus ongoing 

review) 

PER support info updated. 
We will also continue to develop and use our Wordpress site and blog. 
The addition of the new 0.6FTE admin post in April ’18 will provide 
additional capacity for development and updating of material available.  

May 18 – ongoing 

Public Engagement with Research Days. 
We will continue to hold our successful PER Days to bring together the 
growing UoB PER community and share ideas, understanding, best 
practice and opportunities.   

Apr ‘18, 
then annually 

Green Heart. 
The Green Heart project will be a showcase and testbed for our 
researchers’ PER ideas; the PER Team are already helping to develop a 
public programme. The project will provide opportunities for everything 
from transient events (with low barriers to participation) to permanent 
installations. We will also hold a Green Heart Festival, of which PER will 
be a key element, to bring together researchers’, stakeholders and 
publics around this exciting new facility.  

Mar ‘18 – 
ongoing 

with spikes of 
activity at key 

times 

Centenary Square. 
Centenary Square will showcase and PER activity linked to the most 
exciting, impactful and strategically important research carried out at 
UoB. The focus will be on innovative and high quality PER. We expect the 
project to reinforce the legitimacy of PER, to catalyse interdisciplinary 
and collaborative working (both PER and research) and to inspire all. 

Feb ‘18 – ongoing 
Activity will 

intensify as we 
approach 

opening in ‘21 

Ev
al

u
at

io
n

 

Evaluation specialists. 
Two evaluation specialists are expected to be in post within Research 
Planning in July 2018. Their initial focus will be on REF, but they will also 
support and develop PER evaluation and help to upskill and build 
capacity within the PER Team.   

Jul ‘18 – onwards 

PER reporting review. 
We will be reviewing and implementing reporting and evidencing for the 
PER Team’s activity. We have already implemented a basic tracking 
system for activity from January 2018 and will be investigating how to 

Mar ‘18 – 
ongoing 

(in several 
iterative phases) 



 

make our tracking as efficient as possible, such as by using information 
from Pure. We will use this data to support our activities and continue 
to make the case for PER at UoB, in part by producing a ‘glossy brochure’, 
the first of which will be published in 2019. 
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Biennial PER surveys. 
As well as tracking our own activity, we will also more formally track 
researchers’ perceptions and requirements for PER at UoB by carrying 
out biennial surveys. Questions will tie in with previous surveys 
(including Watermark) to allow comparison and will also feed into the 
case for PER and ‘glossy brochure’. 

Jan ‘19 
(to compare to 

Watermark) 
then biennially 

Grant writing support development. 
The PER Team currently support grant writing on an ad-hoc basis, but we 
will develop resources to support this in a more standardised and 
accessible way. We will begin development of a framework for PER grant 
writing in late 2018. Additionally, we will seek to introduce either 
standalone PER grant review ‘clinics’ or look to integrate PER review into 
existing grant clinics by 2020.  

Ongoing 

Internal PER funding. 
We have relaunched our internal PER Funding scheme in April 2018 with 
a clear and published set of scoring criteria, which are linked to our 
strategic aims.  

Apr ’18 – Dec ‘20 
(tied to ISSF 

funds) 

Evidencing and evaluation for Green Heart / Centenary Square. 
We will develop specific support around evaluation and evidence for the 
Green Heart and Centenary Square projects. Some of this development 
will necessarily occur after both are launched, but will begin to be 
considered during the programming phase.  

Apr ’19 – ongoing 

A
u
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Audience mapping. 
The PER and Cultural Engagement (CE) Teams are currently undertaking 
a listening campaign with a range of cultural partners, stakeholders and 
publics. This will include a review of which audiences we currently 
engage through campus venues and mapping of planned activity against 
key audience segments. This will be an iterative process resulting in 
ongoing development of our audience strategy and programming, 
especially in relation to Green Heart and Centenary Square.  

Feb ’18 – ongoing 
(in several 

iterative phases) 

Core audience development projects. 
We will also continue to pursue specific projects in order to develop key 
audiences through all of our PER work (not just that which takes place in 
Centenary Square or Green Heart). The foci and drivers for this will vary 
depending on the PER being carried out and the priority audiences in 
each case.  
This may also help us to create audience pipelines for Centenary Square 
and Green Heart i.e. if we can engage a target audience away from our 
campus/buildings can this build enough trust and confidence to make 
them want to engage further?  

May ’18 - 
ongoing 

Tr
ai

n
in

g 

Engaged Training Programme. 
Level 1: What is engaged research? How do I make it work for me? 
Level 2: Targeted workshops e.g. storytelling, filming, the media, 
festivals, activity, engagement online, data visualisation. 
Level 3: Specialist skills and understanding. Bespoke training, may be 
merged with L2E.  
Review: we will undertake a review once all levels are running.  

Jan ’18 – ongoing  
Introduced in 

phases 
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Leading to Engage (L2E). 
In collaboration with CE we will rerun our successful public engagement 
champions training programme, Leading To Engage. We will recruit a 
cohort of mid-career researchers who will receive bespoke training and 
deliver projects based on their research (with at least one 
interdisciplinary / joint project) that can be showcased to the rest of the 
institution (e.g. via Green Heart Festival). This cohort will act as PER 
ambassadors within the College and mentors to less experienced 
researchers and will also be mentored by the previous cohort.  

Oct ’18 
For next cohort 

recruitment, then 
run annually 

Responsive training. 
We will continue to provide specific and additional training sessions 
where need arises e.g. Worlds Collide to facilitate researchers to work 
with artists (that can only be taught through experience with artists), or 
training for specific outputs such as Green Heart and Centenary Square.  

Ongoing as 
required to 

precede need for 
specific projects. 

P
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er
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Collaboration / partnerships brokering / workshops. 
In collaboration with CE we will also hold specific workshops to build 
relationships with strategically important engagement partners e.g. 
those we might invite to run ‘takeovers’ of some spaces within 
Centenary Square.  

Ongoing as 
required 

 

Partnership resources development. 
As in other areas, we will make guidance and support for partnership 
working more standardised and easily accessible by creating a 
framework and standard terms of reference that can be adapted. These 
will be reviewed and developed in preparation for the opening of 
Centenary Square when we expect the number of PER partnerships we 
are involved in to increase significantly. This work will also be carried out 
in collaboration with CE colleagues.  

Jan ‘19 
Framework 

available, terms 
by May and 

review to start 
Jan ‘20 

EU Researchers’ Night? 
If our bid to the EU Commission for funding to host EU Researchers’ 
Nights in 2018 and 2019 along with 6 other partners are successful, the 
PER Team will contribute a significant amount of time to this project. 
However, this will help to build capacity (provide a Grade 7 PER 
Coordinator post for 12 months) and create content that can feed into 
other projects. This will also be our most ambitious partnership project 
to date as our partners include other universities, Birmingham City 
Council, Network Rail, and arts and community organisations.  

May ’18 – Sept 
‘19 

Final reporting 
Dec ‘19 

Current partnership work. 
We currently have projects live with a number of partners. This will 
evolve and diversify over time and whilst some will be short-term (e.g. 
BAE Systems), some key organisations will remain long-term partners 
(e.g. BOM), requiring careful alignment of strategies. Current partners 
include: BAE Systems, working on PER activity for RAF Centenary in 
Summer 2018; BOM, developing long-term partnership; Little 
Earthquake, recent partners with whom we are trying to increase our 
engagement; CUPI/NCCPE, a time-limited project that we hope to not 
only support, but build on for our future community working practice; 
ThinkTank, ongoing ad hoc projects which we are developing into a more 
strategic and mutually beneficial partnership.  

Ongoing 

 



 

University of Birmingham 
Public Engagement with Research Strategy and Goals 2018-2021 

 

Strategy 
 

Our strategy is divided into three major objectives:  

1) To inspire researchers to explore and demonstrate the social relevance of their research 
2) To provide researchers with resources to support high quality public engagement 
3) To encourage researchers to develop interdisciplinary links with internal and external partners 
 
Successful public engagement with research is vital to communicating the value of research during 
challenging times where the public increasingly hold funders and universities to account. Part of our 
strategy is to ensure that engagement is beneficial for all: 
 

For individual citizens: Increasing understanding, knowledge and engagement with research, 
and supporting decision-making  
For all of society: Increasing public understanding, knowledge and engagement with 
research, and supporting societal decision-making and policy-making, and enriching culture  
For researchers: Enhancing researchers’ communication skills and connecting them with 
different perspectives on their research; providing sources of insight, inspiration and 
innovation, to develop research that benefits the public 
For the institution: Improving and demonstrating the quality, impact, social relevance and 
societal value of university research; attracting interest in and investment for future 
research; raising aspirations amongst young people and promoting careers in research 

 
 

Against these key aims we have set a number of key deliverables: 

1) To inspire researchers to explore and demonstrate the social relevance of their research: 
a. Supporting researchers to define and articulate the value and relevance of their research to 

society, helping to drive a responsive research agenda.  
b. Improving capture, evaluation and communication of PER activity, developing quality indicators 

to help positively reward good practice, providing recognition and inspiring further activity 
c. Encouraging more staff to do PER and emboldening those already undertaking it to be more 

thoughtful, ambitious and creative 
d. Creating potential for more innovative, larger-scale and/or coordinated PER activities 
e. Continually promoting the University’s research and researchers 
f. Sharing experience, best practice and resources with partners, collaborators and more widely 
g. Helping to identify and support PER activities which will feed into impact case studies 
h. Enhancing patient & public involvement (PPI) provision through our close links with the PPI 

committee group 
 

2) To provide researchers with resources to support high quality public engagement: 
a. Working with researchers and research support teams to strengthen research grant applications 

through more well-defined PER statements, providing direct support for PER-specific grants and 
highlighting coordinated calls for relevant activity 

b. Continuing to seek external PER funding to support strategic activities and provided direct seed 
funding to allow researchers to get started or carry out pilot projects 
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c. Delivering PER training for researchers, including postgraduates, enhancing staff and student 
satisfaction and enhancing the attractiveness of Birmingham to study and work 

d. Running the Leading to Engage programme; building a community of engaged research leaders 
to champion public engagement at a senior level 

e. Sharing best practice internally and encouraging collaboration 
f. Bringing examples of good practice to the attention of peers and senior management to ensure 

that such efforts are recognized and rewarded as credible, research-relevant activity 
g. Assisting researchers to develop evaluation of public engagement 
h. Helping to provide equipment and administrative support for public engagement 

 

3) To encourage researchers to develop interdisciplinary links with internal and external partners: 
a. Contributing to the development of a community of engaged practice across the five Colleges, 

working with Business Engagement, Policy Engagement, Cultural Engagement, Outreach, and 
Marketing and Communications; thereby supporting the wider Engagement for Influence agenda 
and maximizing opportunities to grow external engagement, particularly within our local region 

b. Proactively liaising with research funders to help support their objectives in PER, to leverage 
their communication channels/networks, and enhance our institutional relationships 

c. Evaluating the success of public engagement with research within the University by coordinating 
with internal academic and Professional Services groups, other universities, Research Councils, 
charities and other national bodies committed to furthering the PER agenda 

d. Representing the University in relevant wider national activities and discussions. This will include 
response to requests for commentary and evidence from the University in this area. 

 
 

Goals 2018-2021 
 
We are committed to further support, sustain and enhance PER at UoB and have therefore set 
ambitious new 3 year goals against each of our objectives for 2018-2021. We now aim to: 
 
1) Further inspire researchers to explore and demonstrate the social relevance of their research: 

a. Find new ways to involve researchers who are new to PER through training, visibility, but 
also via local events such as ECR/PGR groups  

b. Continue and expand the proactive consultation of and advocacy for our research 
community through an increase in PER Team capacity   

c. Develop ways to effectively monitor and record PER activity using PURE, ResearchFish or 
other data capture methods  

d. Expand our online material and contributions from others i.e. increasing Twitter takeovers 
e. Increase the number of researchers aware of and taking part in PER assessed through 

monitoring of biennial public engagement surveys (to be issued in 2019 and 2021) 
f. Ask all future recipients of internal PER funds to submit case studies to feature on our blog 

and social media channels 
g. Continue to inspire and share best practice through PER Days and grow our attendance and 

benefits for attendees 
h. Lobby for the creation of one or more high-profile PER awards 
i. Continue to support the PER Impact agenda through contributions to researcher guidance 

and toolkits. E.g. to support researchers in Pathways to Impact and Ethics of Impact 
j. Continue to work with PPI teams to develop and enhance researchers skills in this area 

 
 



 

2) Provide researchers with increased resources to support high quality public engagement: 

a. Develop a PER Grant Writing Toolkit and improve signposting to already available guidance   
b. Support the development of PER grants and relevant sections of research grants on 

applications worth in excess of £20,000,000 per annum 
c. Contribute a PER perspective to grant clinics or run standalone grant clinics 
d. Provide at least £45,000 of internal pump-priming to support exciting PE projects and seek 

match funding externally wherever possible  
e. Develop an integrated Engaged Researcher Training Programme, covering everything from 

basics to bespoke, in collaboration with colleagues across professional services 
f. Develop innovative, new training opportunities in response to our researchers’ needs 
g. Recruit and train a new Leading to Engage cohort who will learn from the previous cohort 

and deliver ambitious and interdisciplinary PER projects and become PER mentors 
h. Make significant contributions to the planning and delivery of high profile PER projects such 

as the redevelopment of Centenary Square and the Green Heart 
i. Increase the quality of PER at UoB and therefore its perceived value through better training, 

visibility, monitoring and recognition of activity 
j. Work with the Impact agenda to get PER activity included in workload allocation models 

(WAMs) 
k. Increase support available for PER evaluation (including through the Engaged Researcher 

Training Programme), drawing on the expertise of two new Impact Evaluation posts 
(commencing Summer 2018)  

l. Inventory and consolidate PER resources and work with Cultural Engagement to maximize 
what is available, to whom and avoid overlap 

m. Increase PER admin capacity with addition of 0.6FTE support role 
 
 

3) Encourage researchers to develop more interdisciplinary links with internal and external 
partners: 

a. Increase our visibility across the institution and to the public through better and more 
integrated use of communications and online resources  

b. Contribute to the research web working group and seek to embed PER in research pages  
c. Further integrate PER with other engagements to enhance interactions e.g. in policy or 

business engagement when complex research ideas must be conveyed simply and quickly 
d. Strategically use PER activity to increase the attractiveness of studying, working and 

partnering with our researchers  
e. Inspire children and young people to study or interact with scholarly research 
f. Support a wide range of activity funded by different organisations to maximize our appeal to 

different groups and publics  
g. Build our audiences for the future through a programme of audience development work  
h. Increase opportunities for co-production and co-delivery of innovative and mutually 

beneficial PER projects with a range of partners 
i. Support externally-led partnership schemes such as NCCPE Communities and Universities 

Partnership Initiative (CUPI) 
j. Contribute to future RCUK and NCCPE Pathways to Culture Change public report(s) 
k. Identify opportunities to submit university-level responses to relevant Parliamentary 

evidence calls and inquiries  
l. Grow our standing, influence, researcher advocacy and representation of PER at UoB by 

contributing to relevant national schemes and conversations   
 

https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/sites/default/files/publication/pathways_to_culture_change_final.pdf


 

 

UoB Draft Public Engagement Audience Strategy 
 

To attract audiences that are representative of who we are, where we are and what we want to be.  

As a University we represent an enormous and diverse student and staff population of around 35,000 
individuals from over 150 countries and it is our aim that all of the groups these people represent will 
use, feel welcome in and benefit from the activity at Centenary Square. To ensure this happens we 
will consult with representatives from academia, non-research-related support staff (especially 
workers in low-skilled positions), and the student body and will monitor our success through 
attendance data, surveys and focus groups.  

As a city Birmingham is superdiverse and the youngest city in Europe; 42% are BAME and more than 
40% are under 25 although as a region the West Midlands is more like the UK average, with 17% under 
25 and 14.7% BAME. Interestingly fewer people in the West Midlands engage with museums and 
galleries than elsewhere in the UK (44.4% vs a UK average of 53.5%). We must actively programme 
exciting and engaging content to attract young, diverse, and new audiences (i.e. those with no 
experience of research and low cultural engagement). To ensure we achieve this, our Brains Trust will 
include representation from groups we are seeking to engage. We will also refresh membership on an 
annual basis and seek external advice from any groups we feel are not directly represented whose 
voices will help to shape our thinking for particular projects. Attendance data, survey results and focus 
groups will also inform our work and allow us to monitor our progress. 

As a hub of innovation and civic institution for the future we aim to bring together the best of 
business, community action, policy and the public to demonstrate that pioneering social progress 
happens when research is collaboratively embedded within those sectors it informs and is informed 
by. We will achieve this by encouraging audiences to interact with us through multiple strands of 
activity, ensuring that those whose initial interaction is through our public programme are aware of 
and know how they can interact with the other stands of work within the building. We will also 
programme some public events which cut across the activity strands (e.g. Centenary Share) to bring 
different audiences together. We will also ensure we consult business, policy and community 
stakeholders during development and evaluation of the public programme. 

 

To appeal to target audiences through innovative and relevant programming.  
Programmes will be developed with input from the Brains Trust and others to ensure that voices from 
all target audiences and stakeholders are heard. Audience mapping and post-season mapping 
evaluation should also be carried out seasonally to ensure that all target audiences are fairly 
represented, that there exists opportunity for audiences to engage across activity strands and to test 
our mapping/programming assumptions. We must be flexible and responsive to different approaches, 
whilst also providing a regular suite of activity types so audiences develop a consistent expectation 
around what kinds of things will be on offer that they will find welcoming, enjoyable and valuable.  

 

To offer audiences unique and exciting opportunities and experiences. 
We will maintain our relevance and uniqueness through working closely with relevant cultural 
partners and continual horizon scanning; monitoring our programming in terms of innovation and 
ambition to ensure each new season improves on the last. We will also programme activity that spans 
everything from high arts to popular culture and so-called amateur or homemade culture (with the 
latter acting as ‘ice-breakers’ for the former), whilst embracing that lines are and should be blurred 
between consumer/producer, professional/amateur and serious/playful and remembering that the 
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primary motivator for cultural engagement is entertainment. Despite offering such varied outputs, 
our thematic approach will ensure that programmes are appealing to different audience sectors, 
whilst remaining coherent. Our Brains Trust will be instrumental in developing a unique and exciting 
programme, but will also use ‘disruptive’ methods, such as take-overs and ‘culture hacks’ led by 
community groups, artists, students or other relevant groups to deliver innovation and test new ideas.  

 

To continually listen and respond to audiences. 
By demonstrating an ongoing capacity and desire to listen and respond directly to our audiences we 
will build public trust and understanding and as well as ensure that our programming is exciting and 
relevant to target audiences. Seeking regular user experience feedback will also help us to identify and 
build-on any weaknesses or pain points and ensure that we are allowing audiences to access and 
experience our offer on their own terms. Data and feedback will be collected electronically for all 
ticketed events, whether free or otherwise, and we will also utilise our student volunteers and guides 
to carry out regular audience surveys and focus groups with support and guidance from internal and 
external cultural and research engagement experts. Additionally, we will use ‘open’ evaluation 
methods such as feedback walls within the public spaces, online voting on large ‘citizen science’ type 
activities and the “Centenary Share” showcases to maximise the amounts and types of feedback we 
collect and to ensure all stakeholders’ voices are heard. We will also be mindful to look beyond 
ourselves within our audience feedback, for example, asking what they do outside engagement with 
us and what they want to do more of. 
 
 

To be strategic. 
In order to realise our ambitions for success, we must secure and build sustainable audiences and 
income streams, ensuring that both are enabled to grow in line with our mission and vision. Therefore, 
whilst we intend to continue to serve stakeholders who are already engaged with our organisation, 
we will also address the social priorities of improving representation among those audience sectors 
and geographical locations with low or no educational or cultural engagement. We will ensure our key 
priorities align with those of our organisation as well as with those of funding bodies and other 
relevant organisations. 
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