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Public Engagement 

(Involvement) in Science 

• Why do Scientists participate? 

• My own experience 

• More general conclusions? 



What makes live lecture 

demonstrations exciting? 

• Clear and striking effect 

• An element of surprise 

• Illustrate a relevant scientific point 

• Audience feels that something 

may go seriously wrong! 

 

 





“Duty to communicate 

with the Public” 

• Wolfendale Committee (1995) 

• Council for Science & Technology 

• Research Councils & other 

funders 

• Pressure from Universities 

• Need to recruit students 



Why do scientists actually 

participate? 

 



Factors that are 

 relatively unimportant 

• Time constraints 

• Shortage of funding  

• Lack of career recognition  
  



What is more important? 

• Scientists have participated before 

• Think it’s a worthwhile activity 

• Believe that they have the 

necessary skills 

• Think that their colleagues do it! 



Why did I start  in Public 

Engagement? 



In 1974, I was working on 

photochemistry  

in Newcastle  upon Tyne  



My sister asked me to give 

a lecture at her school in 

London 

The Lighter Side of 

Chemistry 



I teach Chemistry 



Green Chemistry 
  Cleaner approaches to 

making chemicals & materials 

Supercritical Fluids 



Supercritical Fluids 

Highly compressed CO2 or  H2O 

which can be used as solvents 

for reactions 



Gas 

Liquid 



Gas 

Liquid 



Royal Society 

 Summer Exhibition 2002 



Funding from the 

Engineering & Physical 

Sciences Research Council 

Public Awareness 

Scientist 

Dr Samantha Tang 

July 2004 



Supercritical Fluids  

in the Victoria Shopping Centre 

 



Supercritical Fluids on TestTube 



Brady Haran, video journalist 



www.periodicvideos.com 









Periodic Table of Videos  

• Filming started June 9th 08 

• Website completed July 17th 08 

• 120 videos for 118 elements 

• Total film time 4 hours 7 min 



Comments on YouTube 

• awesome vids wish i had of found them 

before i did my science gcse exam  

• i love your videos. Just watching these 

videos ive lernt more than a full term at 

colege. 

• Videos like these is what makes me 

interested in School and better improving 

my self. Thank you! 



Comments from the Press 



“I don’t care what 

they do, as long as 

they keep making 

videos!” 
Viewer’s comment late July 2008 



Extras  

      Gold,Silver,Bronze   (41,094 in 2 months) 

Helium & LHC           (68,668 in 2 weeks) 

 Nobel Prize 2008       (39,027 in 1 week) 

 

Cheeseburger in HCl (5 million hits in 21 days) 

Gold Bullion Vault     (2 million hits in 15 days) 

Candles at Halloween   (226,213 hits in 3 days) 

Tea Chemistry                      (123,770 in 3 days) 

893,904 subs at 20-47, Feb 13th  2017 





High Speed camera 



New Labs & Old 

2015 

1935 





www.periodicvideos.com 



www.periodicvideos.com 



htpp//ed.ted.com/periodic-videos 









Are we making any 

impact? 

B. Haran, M. Poliakoff, 

 nature chemistry  3 ( 2011) 180  



Assessing Impact 

• Number of views? 

• Number of Subscribers? 

• Comments 



02/02/17 My name is Mike Campbell 

I'm writing to thank you from 

Halifax, Canada.  

My 10 year old son, Ewan, has developed 

a great interest in science ….so I found 

your app and let him explore.  He loves 

it, has learned so much and really 

seeks to understand the chemistry.  He 

watches your videos over and over, really 

enjoys them, and truly learns from them.   

 



I never took chemistry in school but i 

have enormously enjoyed these 

videos.  

I work in a high school in the US, I am a 

janitor.  

I will give your web site to the science 

department. I am sure that it will be used 

in their classes. 



Comment from an Expert 

Prof. Poliakoff: 

“I just watched your video on the new 

elements, 114 and 116, and found it 

exceptionally well done, accurate and 

insightful. What a delight.” 

Paul J. Karol 

(Chair of the IUPAC/IUPAP committee) 



Viewers’ comments: 

top 100 words 



Eddie, age 11, Arkansas, USA 





Our youngest viewer – 18 months old  



Our most 

faithful fan, 

Nagayasu 

Nawa,  

in Tokyo  

Feb 2016 

 



A few encounters with fans, 

2016 

• Restaurant in Helsinki, Finland 

• Gents, Tallinn Airport, Estonia  

• Chatelet Metro Station, Paris 

• Cyclist in the street at night, Beijing! 

• Buying a Christmas Tree, Nottingham 

• Flight BA084, Vancouver  London  

 



Capt Phil Guest 



What is really important 

 in Public Engagement? 

• Enthusiasm 

• Enjoyment 

• Honesty 



Live vs On-line? 

Live 

• interaction with 

the audience  

• Things go wrong 

• Safety 

constraints 

• Small numbers 

On-line 

• Remote from 

audience 

• Hard to believe 

• Have to be 

responsible 

• Huge Reach 

 

 



Should one have  

Educational Objectives? 

• Need to help teachers to do 

their job 

• Convey the message  

“Science is worthwhile and 

even more fun than you think!” 



New Scientist Blog 04/1/16 
“Some of the best science 

communication is being done in 

online videos 

periodic videos” 



The PTOV Team 

Neil Barnes, RSC Presidential Award, 2016 



www.periodicvideos.com 
Martyn Poliakoff, Brady Haran,  

Pete Licence, Steve Liddle, Sam Tang, 
Debbie Kays, Darren Walsh, John Moses, 

Rob Stockman and Neil Barnes 

EPSRC, COST, U Nottingham, Briggs plc,  

RSC, Aldrich Chemicals, Microsoft, 

Anamax Charitable Foundation,  RACI,  

DeSorcy family 






