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Abstract

Discussions of public engagement typically emphasize its benefits for society and
research outcomes, but far less attention has been given to its effects on
researchers' well-being. In this viewpoint, we explore how public engagement can
contribute to positive work experiences. Drawing on examples from our own projects,
we illustrate how engagement activities can foster meaning, connection, motivation,

and professional fulfilment. At the same time, we highlight tensions that arise when
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engagement is insufficiently valued, resourced, or integrated into academic
workloads. We argue that the well-being benefits of public engagement are not
automatic but depend on support from the institutional environments. Recognizing
and rewarding engagement activities may therefore benefit not only research and

society but also the researchers undertaking them.

Public engagement in the current academic system

Public engagement is increasingly becoming an integral part of a researcher's work.
It encompasses a wide range of activities through which researchers share
knowledge, information, and data while also learning from and collaborating with
non-researchers (Miller-Rushing et al. 2012). Rather than a single format, public
engagement spans a range of interactions that vary in depth, directionality, degree of
participation, and the extent to which they foster sustained relationships enabling

long-term collaboration.

Public engagement is embedded within the requirements of many funding schemes,
where dissemination, broader impact, and exploitation plans are mandatory
components of research proposals (e.g., the Horizon 2020 funding program at the
European level). This development reflects a growing expectation that publicly
funded research should give back to society, making public outreach and
communication a core responsibility of researchers. This shift aims to increase

accountability to taxpayers, strengthen public trust in science, and reinforce the
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relationship between science and society, thus maximizing the socioeconomic and
policy impact. In addition, public engagement facilitates the sharing, reuse, and
public understanding of research findings (Phillipson et al. 2012, Bonney et al. 2016).
Collectively, this can foster collaboration with communities and stakeholders, and

promote transparency and visibility throughout the scientific process (Bouter 2010).

Drawing on our experiences and ongoing projects, we highlight how public
engagement can enhance work-related well-being, broadly defined as positive
physical, mental, social, and emotional health. Supporting well-being is essential not
only for individual researchers but also for organizational effectiveness and
productivity, given the close relationship between well-being, job satisfaction, and
performance (Figure 1; Loffeld et al. 2025). At the same time, we consider the
challenges that arise when public engagement is insufficiently supported by
institutions (Figure 2). In such cases, it risks becoming an additional demand on
researchers’ time, increasing workloads and stress. We therefore highlight the need
for systemic changes across multiple organizational levels to make public

engagement a more sustainable, valued, and rewarding part of a researcher’s work.

The positive effects of public engagement: meaning, motivation, and

connection

Many researchers report increased job satisfaction, a stronger sense of community
connection, renewed motivation, and inspiration for new research ideas through
public engagement activities (Pace et al. 2010, Research Councils UK 2010, Besley

and Downs 2025, Ogbukagu et al. 2026). For example, researchers describe how
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public engagement can clarify why their work matters, and inspire new perspectives
thanks to insightful questions from the public—often from children—that challenge
assumptions (Research Councils UK 2010). These benefits likely emerge through
relationship-building with the public, understood here as the process of creating and
maintaining meaningful connections, whether through long-term engagement or

shorter interactions.

Hidden costs of public engagement in an already overloaded system

Under current conditions, public engagement is often perceived by researchers as
an additional burden and source of stress. This is because even though public
engagement is emphasized and embedded in research requirements at the proposal
stage, the associated resources and time allocations are rarely formalized or
protected. Public engagement is often poorly integrated into the standard workweek
of most researchers. Academic and research careers often already involve overtime
and above—average stress levels (e.g., driven by publishing pressure, funding
acquisition, or job insecurity (De Rond and Miller 2005, Gonzalez Flores 2025)).
Consequently, research is widely recognized as a high-stress profession with
researchers being particularly affected by mental health problems — for example,
approximately 30—-40% of researchers report mental health difficulties (Gloria and
Steinhardt 2016, Boone et al. 2022). Adding public engagement activities on top of
existing workloads can overload researchers and exacerbate stress. This is due both
to time demands and to increased responsibility for accurate and accessible
communication with the public. Consequently, these responsibilities can be keenly

felt as an additional burden.
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Our perspectives

Such benefits and challenges of public engagement also resonate with our research
experiences. Engagement often takes place outside regular working hours, leading
to overwork, and requires continuous emotional and communicative effort,
particularly when addressing diverse audiences or maintaining relationships with
participants. We are frequently dependent on the availability and goodwill of
volunteer collaborators, which can create uncertainty, delays, and stress around
research site access and data collection. Carefully managing expectations,
communicating clearly across levels of expertise, and navigating differing institutional
logics can be time-consuming and, at times, frustrating. Balancing these demands
with other work duties requires sustained investment and can impact overall

workload and well-being.

Here, we reflect on our experiences (see an example in Box 1). Direct contact with
citizens, teachers, and stakeholders allows us to see how our research translates
into practice, which strengthens our sense of purpose and motivation. The social
dimension—meeting diverse, often highly committed people—and the mutual
exchange of knowledge are energizing, while hands-on and outdoor activities
contribute positively to both physical and mental well-being. At the same time, long-
term collaborations and interdisciplinary exchanges create stimulating learning
environments and foster a sense of shared impact. Thus, such interactions can
enhance communication skills, reduce feelings of isolation, and help researchers

experience their work as more creative, meaningful, and socially grounded.
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Our expertise in urban ecology and conservation places us close to everyday life,
creating unique opportunities for public engagement, mutual learning, and exploring
human-nature relationships in cities. While grounded in ecology, the experiences
discussed here are likely to resonate across research disciplines, as public
engagement often involves similar motivations, constraints, and professional trade-

offs regardless of field.

Balancing public engagement and researcher wellbeing for sustainable

research experiences

Overall, these contrasting experiences reported by researchers point to a central
tension: while public engagement can be a source of stress, it can also enhance
motivation, meaning, and connection. Yet we still lack a clear understanding of how
to foster these positive outcomes while supporting researchers’ well-being. This gap
Is particularly important because poorly supported or valued outreach activities may
undermine researchers’ motivation to engage with the public (Beattie 2026).
Addressing this issue could direct how public engagement is designed, supported,
and incentivized, helping to maximize its benefits while minimizing potential stress
for researchers. Ultimately, such knowledge could strengthen the translation of
research into society and promote sustained researcher participation in public

engagement.

Overall, we argue that while public outreach can enhance researchers’ well-being,
fulfillment, and motivation, these benefits are not necessarily guaranteed. Instead, by

emphasizing the link between institutional support for public engagement and
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researcher stress, we propose that increased support can shift researchers from
unhealthy stress towards states more conducive to well-being and productivity
(Figure 1). Achieving this requires complementary changes at the three critical
levels, individual, team, and institutional, to close the investment gap that we

currently see (Figure 2).

At the individual level, structured training and confidence-building are essential. To
reduce uncertainty, save time, and alleviate stress, we propose providing
researchers with practical skills in science communication and guidance in
navigating administrative processes (e.g., permits, legal frameworks, stakeholder
contacts), as well as supporting them in developing and contributing to the
knowledge base on public engagement (Facer et al. 2012). Equipping researchers
with tools to manage challenging interactions and public-facing responsibilities
strengthens confidence and helps transform engagement from a potential source of
anxiety into a more positive and rewarding experience. To support this shift, science
communication training should be integrated earlier into academic pathways. Some
universities are already moving in this direction. For instance, Uppsala University,
Sweden, offers a dedicated course in science communication for Master’'s students
and professionals in the life sciences, providing a structured framework for
developing these essential skills (Uppsala University 2026). Similarly, Goethe
University Frankfurt, Germany, hosts a multidisciplinary summer school in science
communication that is open to participants from all fields, with a strong emphasis on
practical outreach formats and audience engagement (Goethe University Frankfurt
2026). Overall, these initiatives could be further strengthened by incorporating

classes on building and maintaining long-term relationships and managing conflicts,
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thereby better equipping participants to navigate complex and potentially stressful

situations (Tyler et al. 2026).

At the research team level, we see strong potential in fostering collective support
structures. Sharing both positive and challenging experiences can normalize
difficulties, reduce emotional burden, and strengthen team cohesion. A supportive
environment in which colleagues exchange advice, reflect on engagement practices,
and celebrate successes can enhance a sense of collective purpose and pride, while
also improving resilience in the face of demanding interactions. In this sense, well-

being is not only an individual responsibility but a shared team outcome.

However, meaningful and lasting improvements depend on systemic and
institutional change. Without dedicated support, public engagement risks becoming
an additional and often invisible workload (Beattie 2026). We advocate for stronger
institutional resources, including access to public-engagement professionals,
dedicated funding, and protected time allocations for outreach. This would consist of
time explicitly set aside that cannot be overridden by other tasks, and is formally
counted toward weekly working hours, and can be flexibly scheduled to include
evenings or weekends when needed. Importantly, institutional support should be
proportional to the demands of different forms of engagement. Activities such as
dissemination and science communication typically require fewer resources and less
time than participatory approaches such as co-design, co-production, or long-term

stakeholder collaboration. Yet institutional support mechanisms often fail to
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distinguish between these activities, despite substantial differences in the effort,

skills, and commitment they require (Figure 2).

Recognition and reward structures must be reformed (Heney and Poleykett 2022).
Although public engagement is increasingly acknowledged within funding schemes,
its contribution to career progression remains unclear within evaluation systems still
dominated by “publish or perish” pressures (De Rond and Miller 2005, Miller et al.
2011, Aprile et al. 2021). Therefore, integrating engagement into workload models
requires more than symbolic inclusion: it demands an explicit acceptance that time
and effort devoted to meaningful engagement will inevitably come at the expense of
traditional outputs such as publication volume. While evidence indicates that
participation in public outreach may enhance researchers’ performance (Kassab
2019, Heney and Poleykett 2022) or at least does not detract from it (Mostert et al.
2010), existing studies have largely neglected to consider the associated costs in
terms of workload and the well-being of researchers. This is particularly important
because when public outreach is not formally recognized within academic workloads,
it is often perceived as exploitative or undervalued, leading many researchers to

avoid engaging in it (Beattie 2026).

Recalibrating academic priorities toward research that is accessible, relevant, and
socially meaningful requires shifting away from quantity-driven research and
focusing on the public engagement dimension. The continued growth in the number
of scientific publications in recent years has not necessarily translated into greater

societal impact (Hanson et al. 2024). Instead, greater emphasis should be placed on
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ensuring that research is accessible, used, and meaningful beyond academic circles,
rather than remaining confined to niche scientific journals. This requires a redefinition
of what constitutes successful research in society—moving from a system that
primarily rewards volume and citation metrics to one that prioritizes relevance,
uptake, and real-world impacts, for example, by developing novel metrics to assess
the societal impact of research (Bouter 2010, Sutherland et al. 2011, Bornmann

2012).

Nevertheless, we argue that a shift toward an impact-driven research framework will
only be feasible if the mental well-being of researchers is explicitly recognized and
protected. Increasing expectations in the absence of corresponding structural
support risks exacerbating workload pressures, ultimately undermining both
researchers’ well-being and the long-term sustainability of research practice. Such a
shift aligns with broader initiatives to reform research assessment and reposition
public engagement as a core component of academic practice. Notable examples

include the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (https://www.coara.orqg),

which seeks to transform how research, researchers, and institutions are evaluated,
and the UK-based National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement

(https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk), which supports universities in embedding

engagement across research, teaching, and civic missions while promoting it as a

strategic institutional priority.

Overall, we envisage a transition toward a more balanced system in which public

engagement is supported, resourced, and legitimized. Given that many researchers
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experience engagement as meaningful and motivating—providing direct insight into
real-world applications and fostering a sense of purpose—such changes are likely to
yield a net positive effect on well-being. Supporting researchers in this way is not
only beneficial for individual researchers but is also essential for maintaining the
long-term sustainability, quality, and societal relevance of scientific research.
Ultimately, safeguarding the well-being of researchers themselves—as the key
actors who produce, translate, and disseminate knowledge—is fundamental to

ensuring the resilience and performance of the research system as a whole.
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Q 09| Public engagement
o

Publishing

Unhealthy

Other duties

Support for public
engagement

Training and
confidence building

Institutional
resources

Recognition and
reward structures

Support for public engagement

Figure 1. Conceptual relationship between researcher stress and institutional
support for public engagement. The vertical axis represents researcher stress,
ranging from conditions associated with well-being and productivity (blue area) to
unhealthy stress (pink area). The horizontal axis represents the level of institutional
support for public engagement. Under a business-as-usual (BAU) scenario,
researchers are expected to balance public engagement alongside publishing, and
other core duties (e.g., teaching, administration) while receiving limited institutional
support. This places many researchers in a state of moderate to high unhealthy
stress and low support (BAU). We identify three broad categories of institutional
support that could shift the system towards a more ideal scenario: (/) training and
confidence building to enhance researchers' capacity to engage with the public; (i)
institutional resources, including access to communication professionals and
dedicated time for public engagement within workload allocations; and (iif)
recognition and reward structures that acknowledge public engagement and

research impact in career progression. Together, these reforms can move
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researchers from the BAU scenario towards an ideal scenario of higher support,
reduced stress, improved well-being, and greater productivity. Legend icons from
top-down made by ‘Magnific’, ‘Smashicons’, ‘small.smiles’, ‘Magnific’, ‘syafii5758’
and ‘Mas Art’. Happy and unhappy researchers drawn by ‘Eucalyp’ from

www.flaticon.com.
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[
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'

Level of public engagement

Figure 2. Conceptual framework linking the level of public engagement to the
investment required (i.e., time, effort, skills, and financial resources) and its
distribution between researchers and institutions. (A) Adapted from the “onion of
public engagement” framework, public engagement spans a continuum of
interactions that vary in the degree of participation and relationship-building.
Examples include: Inform (e.g., media outreach, social media, public talks); Inspire
(e.g., school visits and workshops); Interact (e.g., community events and informal

conversations with stakeholders); Involve (e.g., citizen science projects); and
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Collaborate (e.g., long-term stakeholder engagement, co-design, and co-creation
activities with practitioners and policymakers). (B) The required investment increases
with the level of public engagement. However, the investment provided by
institutions often remains relatively constant (yellow rectangle), regardless of the
actual investment required. The orange polygon represents the investment expected
from researchers within formal workload allocations. In contrast, the grey area
represents the investment gap: namely, the additional investment that researchers
frequently contribute themselves to deliver meaningful public engagement activities.
This gap becomes particularly pronounced for highly participatory approaches such
as co-design and long-term collaboration, where the investment required
substantially exceeds that provided by institutions and the effort formally expected of

researchers. Credit icons: flaticon.com

Box: A Snapshot of Our Outreach Activities

CitySoundscapes

The CitySoundscapes project (https://www.citysoundscapes.de/) explores how

urban green spaces can function as biodiversity habitats and health resources for

residents, using sounds as indicators of biodiversity and urban stressors. The project
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translates research into municipal practice through collaborations with city
administrations. Stakeholder workshops bring together decision-makers from
different sectors to co-develop strategies that integrate biodiversity and public health

into urban development.

Positive Benefits for Researchers

Participating in the knowledge-transfer activity with city administrations provides a
strong sense of purpose by translating research findings into practice and offering
valuable insights into real-world challenges. Engaging with city administrations from
planning, health, biodiversity, and other disciplines broadens perspectives,
strengthens interdisciplinary understanding, and creates opportunities for mutual

learning.

Challenges

Progress often depends on the availability and engagement of municipal contacts
whose involvement is largely voluntary and balanced against daily responsibilities.
This creates a sense of dependence and pressure to maintain productive
relationships while not overburdening partners. If common interests or synergies
cannot be identified in the collaboration, there is a risk that the time invested will not
have been worthwhile and will lead to frustration. Coordinating across institutions is
time-consuming, as different municipal departments often use different methods,
tools, languages, and timelines. Successfully collaborating requires continuous effort

to adapt to diverse forms of expertise.

Recommendations
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Institutions should allocate dedicated resources for stakeholder participation and
include municipal partners as funded project members with defined responsibilities.
Creating liaison roles that bridge academia and government could facilitate
communication and translation between research and practice. Training
opportunities focused on collaboration with public administrations and policymakers
would further strengthen impact. Research groups should actively support
colleagues by sharing experiences, while individual researchers should develop
communication and collaboration skills that enable effective interdisciplinary and

cross-sector cooperation .



