
Eventful  
Research 

Question: What are 
public engagement 
events? 
 
Answer:  An essential 
aspect of Research 
Communications  











Celebrity Academics… 
 
There are communication stars 
in your midst. 
 
Are you… 
 
Identifying them? 
 
Coaching them? 
 
Utilizing them? 
 

MISSION IMPOSSIBLE?   “Research Comm. Professional seeks a researcher who is 
a  charismatic people person, with enthusiasm, and at ease with spontaneous 
conversation. Please have something interesting to say on a topic with mainstream 
public appeal, and be available, flexible, and prompt. P.S. Colloquial English 
speakers ONLY.” 



Food for thought… 
 
1. Researchers who have charisma and can speak jargon-free English are worth a lot to 

your institution. They are some of your best ambassadors for research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
2. Find them by word of mouth (ask students who their most engaging teacher has been) 
and YouTube and blogs and by interviewing them for stories. Note: the chili pepper 
hotness scale on RateMyProfessors.com may or may not be an not an accurate and 
reliable way to judge who is ready for their star turn.  
  
3. Put them in front of various audiences on and off (especially OFF!) campus and get 

video of their best moments of interaction, humor, warmth and insight.  
 
4. Coach them repeatedly about what you want and don’t want. Show them  
examples of successful public talks of the type you want. Moderate the talks with a mic 
to ensure success. Do not let  them  write their own talk titles. 

 



So… 
 
Your researcher may want to call his talk 
“Supertasting and PROP bitterness: Exploring 
the relationship between Chemosensory 
Perception and the TAS2R38 gene”        

Wake me 
when it’s 
over… 

BUT you’re going to call it… 
 
The Science of Wine Tasting: Can 
Anyone Learn to Taste the Nuances in 
Wine? 
 
Join John Hayes to learn about 
“supertasters” and why that expensive 
bottle might not be worth it.  
 



Overview of Research Unplugged 

 An outreach program created at Penn State University in the fall of 2003 

 Sponsored by the Office of the Vice President for Research and University 
Relations, and run by the Research Communications unit 

 Takes inspiration from the Café Scientifique movement in the U.K. 
http://www.cafescientifique.org/  

 One of the longest-running “science/research cafes” still active in the United 
States  

 Operates with a budget of approximately $4000 per semester 

 Presents six one-hour programs per semester 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cafescientifique.org/


Overview of Research Unplugged 

 Serves the local community (approx. 40,000) and campus community 
(approx.40,000)  

 Based in a small city within a rural county 

 Approx. 50% of attendees are senior citizens 

 Events held from 12:15 to 1:15 for six consecutive Thursdays during each 
semester.  

 Coffee, bagels and cream cheese are “on the house” and about 90 chairs are 
set up in the community room of the public library in downtown State College.  

 

 

 





Budget and Expenses 



Maximize What You Get From Each Event 

 

From our 12 events per year ($8000 total budget divided by 12=$666 per event)  

What do we create?  

 24  items for our newswires 

 12 video clips 

http://www.rps.psu.edu/podcasts/index.html 

 12 quotes for PSU’s  “Heard on Campus” newswire   http://live.psu.edu/story/26845 

 960 appreciative people, including 80 middle and high school students and their teachers, 600 active 
retirees, including Penn State alums, faculty and staff.  

 2 undergraduate student internships 

 Immeasurable good will created. Not only outreach to community but builds bridges within University. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.rps.psu.edu/podcasts/index.html
http://live.psu.edu/story/26845


Collaborate (and Co-Brand) With Other Local Groups 

We partnered to create Special 
Events with: 

• Public broadcasting station for a 
public forum/panel on Amish 

culture: 
http://www.rps.psu.edu/unplugged/

fall06/plainpeople.html 
 

•Local television weather program, 
Weather World, for a panel on 

climate change: 
http://www.rps.psu.edu/unplugged/

fall05/weather.html 
 

•Graduate Alumni office to hold a 
luncheon and talk on the art and 
science of glass to kick off their 

Doctoral Alumni Weekend: 
•http://ceramics.org/ceramictechtoday/mate

rials-innovations/pantano-to-discuss-the-
art-science-interface-of-glass-march-26/ 
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Research Unplugged  
at The Village at Penn State  

Nadia Byrnes, doctoral candidate, with 
Village residents 

Asking questions of John Hayes, professor 
of food science 



Continually Assess and Adjust  
Your Goals & Strategies 

 Who do you most want to reach? How will you reach them cost-
effectively? 

 How can you use social media and multimedia to the best advantage? 

  How will you collect information about who attended your events? 
(Door prize? Sign-up sheet?) And how will you solicit feedback from 
them about how well the event met their expectations? 

 How will you stay in touch with fans of your series?  



Turn this… 

…into this!  

http://news.psu.edu/story/272021/2013/04/08/public-events/richard-alley-give-
research-unplugged-talk-global-climate  
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DeHEw33AjUQ  

Here’s what it looks like in progress…  

Find us on YouTube and on Penn State 
Research Matters blog… 
 
http://pennstateresearchmatters.wordpress.
com/author/melissabeattiemoss/ 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DeHEw33AjUQ
http://pennstateresearchmatters.wordpress.com/author/melissabeattiemoss/
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 It’s not just a talk, it’s an EVENT… 

Match the venue to the topic, create 
buzz with facebook and twitter, 
make personal contact with invitees, 
and keep it social and fun.  



http://www.psuwashdc.org/article.html?aid=1026  

YOU are invited… 
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