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The 2022 symposium held at Cardiff was a partnership between the
Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC, part of UK Research
and Innovation) the Institute of Physics (IOP), the South East Physics
network (SEPnet), the Royal Astronomical Society (RAS), the Ogden
Trust, and Cardiff University. Interact was designed as a series of biennial
engagement events targeted at those involved in engagement in the UK
physical sciences community. Interact 2022 was the third in this series.
There was also one-day online ‘V-Interact’ event held in September 2021
to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on our community,

and to maintain our connection with Interact attendees.

Interact is now well established as a national public engagement
symposium for the physical sciences and two evaluation reports have
been produced for each event. The first evaluation report (Phase 1) was
based on the record of attendees and registration data, the workshop
selection process and post symposium evaluation survey. A year after
the symposium a follow up evaluation survey (Phase 2) was conducted.
Our three key objectives (to develop high quality engagement, share
engagement experiences and foster a community of practice were
evaluated in the follow up reports with the aim to build up a longitudinal
study of the state of physical sciences engagement landscape and to
measure the impact of the Interact symposia series. The outputs from
the Phase 2 Interact 2022 evaluation survey are presented in this report.




The response rate this year was too low to warrant a full statistical analysis;
accordingly what follows is a descriptive overview. Respondents were from
across all the anticipated aspects of the physics outreach environment,
and beyond. 3 of the 16 respondents had changed job since attending

the conference, and one had retired.

Job roles of respondents.
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The majority of the respondents stated that they felt their department
was at the “Embedded” stage of engagement culture development.

Respondent descriptions of their department when considering
the EDGE tool.

Embryonic Developing Gripping Embedded




All conference attendees were asked to set
themselves objectives following on from the
conference, with a postcard that would be
sent to them a year later for review. The survey
asked them to indicate if their three objectives
had included a) the intent to network and build
connections with others at the symposium,

b) the intent to start a new engagement project
based on something they had seen in the
symposium, and c) the intent to change an
existing project based on their learning from
the symposium.

Half (8) of the respondents indicated an
intention to follow up on connections made,
with 6 of these managing to do so. Another
respondent also achieved this although

it had not been their intention.

Seven respondents intended to start a new
project, with 6 of those doing so. Again,
another respondent also achieved this
despite it not being their specific intention
post symposium.

Ten respondents intended to change an
existing approach or project, with 6 of
these managing to do so. An additional
two respondents also changed their
programmes, although that had not been
an intended objective.

There were no identifying factors to those
respondents who did or did not manage to
achieve their objectives, however, they were
asked to comment on what they achieved
and what got in the way, as follows.
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As a result of making a pledge on their
postcards, respondents achieved:

New projects, including a collaborative
project, later presented at NAM

Repositioning of art and artists in their
programmes

Successful grant applications, and
subsequent delivery

Improved understanding of audience
targeting and consideration

Improved understanding of EDI issues
Improved understanding of evaluation

Learning new techniques and ways of
thinking about engagement

Better understanding of the funding
structures available

Better understanding of how to engage
researchers

Sharing of activities
Increasing engagement activity
Shifting the purpose of engagement activity

Successful PhD application




Things that respondents found difficulty with
included:

Different funder interpretations of factors
such as EDI, good practice, evaluation

Feeling too overwhelmed at the conference
to be able to find or speak to people that
they wished to connect with

Changes to their own personal
circumstances

Lack of approval for their approaches
by local managers/leaders

Inability to reach to intended contact, either
through lost details or emails that received
no response

Moving out of roles with a connection
to science outreach and no longer having
the support they need

Respondents were asked to comment on the
context within which they do their engagement
work; the amount of support they had for
doing engagement, how embedded their
engagement activity was in larger organised
programmes of activity, how often they reflect
on their engagement practice, and how often
they look around the sector for information

on engagement practice.
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How much support respondents reported for their engagement delivery
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No support Some support

Plenty of support

How activity contributes to wider organised delivery plans

6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Nearly all of my Some of my None of my
activities are activities are activities are
part of a larger part of a larger part of a larger
& organised & organised & organised

departmental plan departmental plan departmental plan
of activities.

of activities. of activities.

Respondent indications of time spent on reflection and information

gathering for engagement

Do you take time to look at wider practice
in the Public Engagement community?
This includes finding out about other
projects and attending Public Engagement
meetings, conferences and symposia.

Do you take time to reflect on your
own public engagement activities?
This include completing evaluations
on projects and disseminating results.

. Always

. Sometimes
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Respondents primarily reported that they
had some or plenty of support, and that

they sometimes or always took time to reflect
on their practice, both of which are positive
indicators of PE culture. However, there was
still substantial reporting of an individual
working alone for their engagement activity
rather than being supported within their
departments, and less took time to explore
other engagement practice than might

be assumed given the reported levels of
reflection. When asked if they had positively
changed any of these behaviours through the
objectives they had set themselves, 9 reported
that they had, of whom 7 had intended to as
part of their objectives, but 2 had achieved
this through delivery of the objectives

but unintentionally. Examples of how this
manifested included working more with other
organisations, such as teachers, artists and
newspapers, as well as increased awareness
off the strategic value of engagement, and
improved understanding of how reflection
can improve practice:

“General wider awareness of PE as a tool used
in current research, and as an aim of academic
institutions”

“I now put more time into reflecting on my
outreach delivery and impact after each
session and use these findings to continuously
improve my practises wherever possible.”

7 respondents indicated that they had applied
for engagement grants since attending Interact,
although not whether this had any effect on
their application or not. 2 of these successfully
achieved STFC Spark awards, the other
sources cited were as follows:

Successful: NERC Growing Roots,
Engineering Education Grant Scheme,
STFC (Scheme not specified), UKRI EDI
Outreach scheme, Corporate funding, Arts
organisations (unspecified)

Unsuccessful: STFC (Scheme not specified),
RSC (EDI rather than PE grant)

3 respondents indicated that they had
been awarded a prize in recognitions of the
engagement work since the symposium,
although again it is not clear if the two are
connected in any way, if the awards were
made for work done since the symposium
or if the symposium inspired them to apply.
Schemes comprised those offered by their
host institution (university), regional awards
schemes (North East STEM awards) and by
membership organisations (IOM3, Robert
Perrin Prize).
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6 respondents reported that they had attended
other public engagement conferences or
symposia since the event. One comment that
really put the value of Interact into focus was
as follows; this respondent highlights how
important a first step along the way is for those
looking to do, or improve, their engagement:

“l was intrigued by the conference last year
and attended out of interest. Now, I’'m actively
seeking opportunities to attend further

events such as this as | found it so beneficial.
Thank you for bringing this event into fruition!
Genuinely, it’s paved a new bright path for

me and I'm excited where it will take me next”

Overall, the responses had a lot of praise
for Interact, and this more than anything
else should be the takeaway message.

“The speaker sessions were really interesting.

It was great to see examples of PE in active
projects, and for researchers to be so positive
about the subject. It was brilliant to have a free
stand. Lots of people came over and gave me
insights into their fields, and showed an interest
in our books.”

As the number of stakeholders in physics
engagement continue to grow, as funding
schemes reach more communities and
understanding of the role of universities

in wider civic life continues to grow, Interact
will only become more necessary. This is an
event that is both desired and valued by the
wider physics engagement community, and
there is no obvious alternative.

“Thank you. Incredibly useful to have the event
to network and share. | also really like that the
postcards are a reminder of commitments.

| was really pleased as this year, | actually
achieved two of my three...and on the way

to the third.”




Recommendations

. Consider providing a managed networking
option for participants that does not require
face-to-face interaction on the day. This
might consist of:

a. A skills offered/skills needed swapping
board in person or online

b. Sharing of contact details, with consent,
post conference

. Consider acting as broker post conference
for some of the offers being made but

not taken up. For example, sharing details
of the types of things the book publisher
is looking for.

. If the three objectives of networking,
starting new projects, and shaping existing
projects, are the main aims for the
conference, then the programming ought
to reflect this more directly, with time
available to help participants work on
these three aspects.

. At the moment the huge range of possible
impacts form the conference are not being
captured. Whilst tracking the objectives is
a nice starting point, and creates a purpose
for keeping in touch, it would be worth
considering what new ways of reflecting
might be introduced.

5. Explore options for encouraging participants

to attend other PE events. This might be
through advertising at Interact, setting up
buddy groups from attendees to go to
future events, or hosting Interact meet
ups at other events.

. Consider how to make the content of

Interact available through complementary
programming. Respondents suggested
hybrid online and offline offerings; you might
like to consider legacy hosting of recordings,
written summaries, follow up online
discussions or other offerings as ways of
making the content accessible more widely.

. Take some time to consider the audiences

for Interact and what their user journeys
look like. The respondents to this survey
were from a range of different working
environments, yet the common language
being used was that of higher education.

If this event is to truly support people from
charities, community groups and more,
then their experiences need stronger
consideration.




Comment on useable data:

Two blank forms were returned with users
having opted out through the consent
questions. Two were returned completed but
with the users also having chosen that they did
not wish to complete the form. Ethically these
are treated as blank responses. 16 returns
remained, which is a small number compared
to attendance at the conference.

Further to these there are a number of
misunderstandings in the responses. For
example, one respondent indicated they had
not changed job since the conference, but
later went on to mention they had retired.
This type of literal reading of the wording

of the question could be seen in several
responses, so this is accounted for in the
analysis. It would be worth considering this
in development of future surveys.

1. Consider setting the form to auto close
if someone selects that they do not wish
to go on with the survey. This will avoid
ethical issues over use of data.

2. Ensure any test users clearly indicate that
it is a model entry so as to avoid potential
confusion over return eligibility.

3. Test future evaluation tools with a sample
of relevant people, e.g. other academics
and HE professional services, charity and
freelance workers, before deployment.

The nature of people working in and around
research is that there is a lot of survey
fatigue and a particular type of attention to
detail that questions can be misinterpreted
if not carefully tested. However, given the
small number of responses, such testing
will feel like a disproportionate amount of
work. It should be done in parallel to other
changes being made to data collection

and retention of interest.




4. Consider other data collection processes

for future evaluations. Surveys work best

at snapshot capturing data from large
numbers of people in a relatively easy to
complete format, but are used extensively
at the moment throughout research and
engagement environment, creating survey
fatigue. Other options for the conference
include:

a. Phone call survey. Participants can
nominate themselves at the end of the
conference by providing a number to call,
and the chats can be as formal as desired,
including just reading out the survey
questions. It would allow for clarification
and tighter understanding of questions.

It is, however, time consuming for the person
carrying out the calls, so a sample approach
should be anticipated rather than census.

b. Semi structured interviews with a sample.
The sample can nominate themselves at the
event or later through email contact.

c. User journeys or user narrative
approaches. In depth discussions, writing
activities, journaling or group work for

only a few participants, exploring in depth
how participation in the conference has

had impacts. The benefits to this include
stories that can be used to help others
navigate their way through attendance,

the downsides are primarily the amount of
input needed and the limited range of views.
d. Photo analysis. Images taken at the

event are shared with users at a later date
for commentary and discussion. This can

be repeated after some time to see what
memories of the engagement are retained,
and what further thoughts are prompted.
Needs several photographers in place and
consent for both photos and contact to
be collected. Final data collection could
be done at the next conference through
a display of images.

5. Add artists to the list of professions
available as an option.

6. At the moment the form is generically for
anyone who might attend the conference,
but the questions are very much formed
around the assumption that the respondent
is in a department of a higher education
establishment. This makes the analysis
inconsistent — If | were to fill the form in
as an independent PE consultant, | might
consider myself to be a department of
one, in which case | get no support, but
engagement is very embedded. Make sure
there are user routes through the form
for each stakeholder category, using logic

splitting option or separate forms if needed.

This may help increase return rate.
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