
Public Engagement 
Partnerships
For more than 15 years, Sense about Science has been helping 
the public to make sense of evidence and take part in scientific 
debates. Misinformation is easy to spread and, once it is out 
in the public realm, hard to correct. But not all misinformation 
is the result of poor science. Often it begins with a simple 
misunderstanding. Our goal is to create an environment that 
supports clear and open public discussion about research and 
its findings.

While most credible scientific bodies are firmly behind the notion 
of public engagement, many lack the resources or the experience 
to effectively communicate with the public. That’s where we 
come in. Over recent years, we have engaged in a number of 
highly successful Public Engagement Partnerships, helping 
researchers to communicate their research findings simply and 
accurately. 

We do this by engaging our network of supporters, made up of 
some 6,000 specialists plus a great range of community, civic 

We help to ensure that the 
public’s questions are heard – 
and answered.

“It became clear from the very 
first workshop that what we 
as academics thought was 
an accessible publication had 
been written in a very formal 
academic style!” 

-Dr Rebecca Ghosh and Dr 
Anna Hansell from the Small 
Area Health Statistics Unit 

and scientific groups who generously share their time and expertise. With them, we co-create and 
review the material to be released and, through workshops and feedback sessions, help to ensure 
that it is set out in a clear and coherent way. We want to see the public’s questions heard – and 
answered.

Our level of involvement varies with each partnership, dependent on the needs of the research body. 
In some cases we’ve worked together focusing specifically on summaries or FAQs. In others, we 
have worked with an organisation in greater depth, such as co-designing websites and animations 
for public use and sharing on social media. 

Researchers contact us at an early stage of their project, or ideally before the project is due to 
start, and we work closely in partnership to deliver the public engagement together so our partners 
learn about genuine two-way engagement with the public through experience.



Public Embrace Longevity Research

Sense about Science worked with the UbbLE research 
team to design and test their public-facing website which 
generates the risk of mortality for an individual based on 
a series of questions. Our role was two-fold: to prevent 
misunderstanding and ensure that the public got the most 
out of the results. The project was a huge success: there 
were 1.5 million visitors to the UbbLE website on the day of 
launch, and press coverage was sound and extensive.

Understanding Children’s Heart Surgery Outcomes

Communicating the survival statistics of children’s heart surgery at different treatment centres 
in 2016 was among the most complex and sensitive of our public engagement partnerships, with 
potentially major consequences for all involved. Sense about Science worked with researchers 
funded by the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) to develop new ways of presenting 
information: putting the raw data into the context of why a hospital’s survival rate for children’s 
heart surgery needs to 
take into account how 
severely ill their patients 
were. We took a good 
look at all the voices, 
questions and concerns 
in public discussion 
about children’s heart 
surgery and then 
created and user-tested 
a website to ‘speak’ 
to those discussions. 
Understanding Children’s 
Heart Surgery Outcomes 
publishes the results 
of survival data from 
different surgical units 
in the UK and Ireland in a 
way that allows parents, patients, regulators and doctors to see and understand what it means.
The website development was part of a project funded by the NIHR, led by Dr Christina Pagel, a 
mathematician from UCL. 

We prioritise projects that we feel are in the public interest, in particular those involving the release 
of research information that has the potential to be misinterpreted by the public, journalists and 
policy makers.

“This has been a humbling and invaluable experience. I thought I knew something about 
communicating statistics, but sitting listening to enthusiastic users struggling to understand 
concepts made me realise my inadequacy.”

Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter, Professor of public understanding of risk, University of 
Cambridge, and adviser on Understanding Children’s Heart Surgery Outcomes 



PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT: A PRACTICAL GUIDE (2017)

Sense about Science has produced a practical guide for researchers on involving the public in 
working out how to communicate findings – from the earliest stages of projects, and on the most 
challenging of subjects. It draws on our experience of working with researchers on socially or 
scientifically difficult issues of public interest. We use the Understanding Children’s Heart Surgery 
Outcomes project as a case study throughout the guide, and bring in our experiences from other 
public engagement partnerships also. The project and guide were funded by the NIHR Health 
Services and Delivery Research Programme. 

To find out more about our Public Engagement Partnership programme, please email Emily 
Jesper-Mir, Head of Partnerships: ejesper@senseaboutscience.org 

Founded in 2002, Sense about Science is an independent charity that works to ensure the public interest in sound 
science and evidence is recognised in public life and policy making. A small team working with thousands of 
supporters, from world leading researchers to community groups, we focus on socially and scientifically difficult 
issues where evidence is neglected, politicised or misleading.
www.senseaboutscience.org

Making Sense of Maps

Sense about Science partnered 
with the Small Area Health 
Statistics Unit (SAHSU) on 
the release of their potentially 
controversial Atlas, which maps 
potential environmental hazards 
and select health-outcomes 
across the UK over a 25-year 
period. Through our workshops, 
SAHSU had a chance to test the 
material on a range of audiences 
and identify areas of potential misinterpretation. Several changes to the Atlas format were made 
prior to launch to improve readability and understanding. Visits to the Atlas website spiked at 1.6 
million hits per hour on the day of launch.

Public engagement 
partnerships: involve people. 
And involve them early.


