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RESEARCH COMMITTEE

Defining Engaged Research at the OU

A paper from the OU’s Public Engagement with Research Catalyst

Key issue: The paper proposes a definition of ‘engaged research’ for the Open University. This 
definition is needed to address confusion among OU researchers about the different ways that the 
‘impact agenda’ connects with their research. The definition is designed to capture the variety of 
ways that OU researchers and research teams are already interacting with various kinds of ‘public’, 
and also serves to clarify the rationales and opportunities for broadening and deepening this 
engagement in the future.

Research Committee is asked to consider the paper, to approve the OU’s definition for ‘engaging 
research’, and to endorse its wider discussion and dissemination.

1. The Open University secured funding from Research Councils UK (RCUK )for the project: 
‘An open research university’ (Public Engagement with Research Catalyst (PER); 
EP/J020087/1).  We are one of eight PER Catalysts in the UK, working in research-
intensive universities. The aim of the OU’s three-year project (Apr 2012-Mar 2015) is to 
embed public engagement with research within the University’s strategic planning for 
research and the operational practices of researchers at all levels.

2. The purpose of this paper is to make the case for the usefulness of a definition of what 
‘engaged research’ encompasses. This definition is needed to address confusion among 
OU researchers about the different ways that the ‘impact agenda’ connects with their 
research.  The definition is designed to capture the variety of ways that OU researchers 
and research teams are already interacting with various kinds of ‘public’, and also serves 
to clarify the rationales and opportunities for broadening and deepening this engagement 
in the future.

3. It is important to relate ideas of public engagement with research to ideas of research 
impact, innovation, enterprise, knowledge transfer and knowledge exchange.  RCUK and 
the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) see research impact in terms 
of the various kinds of benefits that flow from research processes and findings and expect 
Universities to evaluate research impact in terms of its academic, economic and social 
aspects. Ideas of innovation, knowledge exchange or knowledge transfer refer to activities 
where universities work with private sector, public sector or third sector organisations to 
transform research outputs into economic or social value.  They constitute one set of 
mechanisms for achieving impact.  RCUK sees the variety of forms of public engagement 
with research as another set of mechanisms, linked most strongly to achieving social 
benefits.

4. The view of the PER Catalyst team1 is that a conception of engaged research is useful 
because it provides a basis for exploring the mechanisms by which a wide variety of 

                                               
1 The PER Catalyst Team is multi-disciplinary in its composition.  In formulating this definition we have drawn on expertise, and 
connected with research cultures, in different academic domains. We have also consulted widely across the OU, e.g. with Associate 
Deans for Research, Research Centre Directors and researchers working at different levels (from PGRs to Professors).

http://www.open.ac.uk/blogs/per/?page_id=173
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economic and academic benefits, as well as social benefits, can be produced throughout 
the research process.  It shifts the focus from assessing the benefits that flow from 
academic research once it has been completed to considering how the boundaries of 
academic research practice can become more permeable to participation and partnership 
working by a variety of kinds of people and agencies who have not traditionally been 
considered as part of the research community.  This participation can be linked to 
achieving various kinds of impact over time, but can also usefully considered as a 
providing value in its own right, since it can be assessed more directly than ultimate 
impact. 

5. Based on the research findings and interventions with a range of stakeholders within the 
OU and externally,2 we offer the following definition of engaged research:

Engaged research encompasses the different ways that researchers meaningfully 
interact with various stakeholders over any or all stages of a research process, from 
issue formulation, the production or co-creation of new knowledge, to knowledge 
evaluation and dissemination. Stakeholders may include user communities, and 
members of the public or groups who come into existence or develop an identity in 
relationship to the research process. Done well, engaged research will generate 
benefits, changes and/or effects for all participants as they develop and share 
knowledge, expertise and skills.  Successful engaged research will typically involve 
a productive interplay between academic knowledge and forms of knowledge or 
practice held within non-academic communities.

6. This definition is designed to be inclusive and adaptable to research disciplines across the 
OU.  As such, it encompasses a wide variety of forms of engaged research found across 
various OU research communities.  It includes the use of various forms of media for 
communication and engagement, and the involvement of communities of practice in the 
research process itself, as for example in citizen inquiry, participatory research or action 
research.  It also includes the generation of research projects and bids through 
engagement with communities, public or private sector organisations.  In all such 
examples, there is potentially academic, economic or social value generated in the very 
process of engagement between academics and non-academics, as well as in the 
research outputs and impacts that may result.

7. The definition further implies that quality and excellence in engaged research will be 
demonstrated through the reach and significance of the contributions that non-academic 
participants make alongside academic researchers in knowledge production and 
exchange.  This may be in the shaping of research agendas, the processes of conducting 
research, or in the evaluation, further development of, contextualization or diffusion of the 
products of research.

8. The day-to-day significance of this definition for OU researchers and research groups lies 
in its challenge to them to consider where engagement connects operationally with their 
research strategy and for what purpose.   Mutual benefit can be generated by identifying 
stakeholders relevant to research and when and where they can be more deeply involved 
in research, in order to deepen intellectual inquiry, generate more effective flows of 
knowledge or strengthen social or economic capabilities.  The key questions for any 
research group are therefore:

a) Which stakeholders are currently engaged with our research, generating which 
kinds of benefits?

                                               
2 The definition of engaged research has been discussed at a recent meeting of Deans, ADRs and Directors, and with the 
Communication Academic Excellence Advisory Group.  The definition has also been submitted to the Academic Leads working on the 
Roadmap 2020.
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b) What further mutual benefits can flow from deepening or extending the nature of 
engagement?

9. Once an ‘engagement agenda’ has been identified in response to such questions, the 
EDGE Tool provides a mechanism for assessing progress and setting a course.  This tool 
has been produced by the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement, in 
collaboration with the Beacons for Public Engagement, and is nationally recognized within 
higher education and by RCUK as a means of assessing the progress and capability of a 
research institution in public engagement. It offers descriptors of four levels of proficiency 
with public engagement - Embryonic, Developing, Gripping, Embedding, and applies 
these to the institution’s:

a) Purpose (how engagement features in the OU’s mission, leadership, and 
communication)

b) Process (how practices of engagement are supported, how learning about them is 
encouraged, and how achievements are recognised and rewarded)

c) People (the structured and strategic opportunities for staff, students and publics to 
engage with OU research)

10. Approval by Research Committee will complete the process of developing a shared vision 
for engaged research at the OU, and would help to support our ongoing work in 
embedding this vision in the everyday practices of researchers and research teams.  This 
end, the PER Catalyst team are working in 2014/15 with CAUs to connect their business 
plans for 2015/16 with the EDGE Tool.  We are using the definition of engaged research 
as part of these negotiations.  Furthermore, we routinely use this definition in training 
events with researchers at all levels, and in supporting researchers developing grant 
proposals for external funding.

11. One of the key aims of the work of the PER Catalyst over the final 12 months of the 
project is to discuss and disseminate the definition of engaged research, to share a vision 
for engaged research at the OU.  With this aim in mind we have contributed to Roadmap 
2020 process and the Communicating Academic Excellence initiative.  We have an 
opportunity to work with these strategic projects to develop a vision that raises the profile 
of OU research in the public sphere, e.g. by reviewing and extending the mission of the 
University beyond the current focus as a world-leader in open learning 
(http://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/mission).  We are asking Research Committee for 
their endorsement to explore whether the OU’s mission could be extended to include a 
vision for engaged research.

Dr Richard Holliman
University Champion for Public Engagement 
with Research
Email: Richard.Holliman@open.ac.uk
Tel: +44(0)1908 654646

Dr Richard Holti
Senior Lecturer in Human Resources 
Management
Email: Richard.Holti@open.ac.uk
Tel: +44(0)1908 653039

Attachments:

RC-2014-02-12, Appendix 1, NCCPE ‘Introducing the EDGE Tool: self-assessing your support for 
public engagement’
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