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What is the Public Good? 
• Neo-liberalism argues that the combined 

social benefit from economic efficiency and 
choice leads in practice to a greater 
aggregate public good.  

• It does not, however, take into consideration 
the impact on normative issues such as 
equality and social justice.  

• What is the effect of this on the relationship 
between the contemporary university and the 
public good?    



The Contemporary University 
• The contemporary university may be said to 

have three basic social functions.  These are 
its contributions to: 

• Human and social development in all its 
forms.    

• Knowledge and learning societies. 

• Economic development and employment. This 
includes entrepreneurship and social 
entrepreneurship.  

 



The University & the Public 
Good 
• Something needs to justify, in part at least, 

public subsidies to students and to 
providers i.e. universities and colleges.  

• The public also expects a return on its 
investment in terms of the contribution of 
the university to economic and social 
development generally. 

• This is the social return or the public good.  

 



The University & the Public 
Good  

• Governments can provide, subsidise, contract  
or regulate university education.   

• As stated, they invest in it for the economic, 
social and cultural benefits it is seen to bring 
to nation-building and sustainability.  

• However, much of this is found in indirect and 
intangible social benefits and externalities 
which are very difficult to calculate.  



The University & the Public 
Good 

• It is claimed that university education:- 

•  Raises the productivity and incomes of all  
employees through knowledge transfer. 

•  Promotes technical change through 
research and development.   

• Increases allocative efficiency and labour 
flexibility and mobility. 

• Cultivates social cohesion, community 
values and stability.   

 



The University & the Public 
Good 

• The university is both a creator of and 

repository of knowledge; 

• and the incubator of sustainable economic 

and social development; 

• and of intellectual and moral leadership;  

• Each of these has local, national and 

global dimensions.  



The University & the Public 
Good 

• This was recognized by UNESCO at the World 
Conference on Higher Education in Paris, 
2009. The communiqué concluded that the 
strategic role of higher education in human 
sustainable development was:  

• ‘…crucial, and all the more so as we navigate 
through the economic crisis. Higher education 
systems must be expanded and strengthened 
to provide learning opportunities to all 
students regardless of their background.’ 



The University & the Public 
Good  
• In recent years there has been a re-

consideration of the public role of the 
university and of the related issue of 
graduate employability.   

• However, under the influence of neo-
liberalism, this has emphasized the 
economic and market function of the 
university, rather than its social function.  
Certain questions deserve more 
consideration:-     

 

 

 

 



How do publics view and value 

higher education? 

 















“ 

” 

Universities Week survey reveals the public are 

in the dark when it comes to universities 

 

A new Populus survey undertaken to launch Universities Week 

2010 has revealed that the British public knows surprisingly little 

about universities in the UK. Only one in five people know 

approximately how many universities there are in the country, and 

one in six people do not rate them as major local employers.  Less 

than one-in-five people recognise the wider impacts universities 

have on society. 



The public role of universities is 

hotly contested  

– ‘public’ vs ‘private’ benefit  

– ‘market’ vs ‘social’ value 

– ‘applied’ vs ‘abstract’ knowledge 

– ‘academic freedom’ vs ‘regulation’              
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Accountabilit

y measures 

 

Shorter term 

benefits 

 

Medium term 

benefits 

 

Longer run 

impacts 

Market 

benefits 

 

 • Jobs 

• Starting salaries 

• Social mobility 

• Lifetime earnings 

• Better savings 

management 

• Income growth 

• Per capita economic 

growth 

Private non-

market 

benefits 

 

• Degree completion 

rates 

• Better health 

• Less smoking 

• Less obesity 

• Less depression 

• Child health 

• Lower infant 

mortality 

• Greater longevity • Slower population 

growth 

• More investment 

• Political stability 

• Sustainable 

environment 

Social / public 

benefits 

(benefits to 

others, to 

society at 

large and to 

future 

generations) 

 

• Learning (test 

scores) 

 

• Civic participation 

• Racial tolerance 

• Less cynicism 

• Charitable giving 

 

• Growth of civic 

institutions 

• Larger middle class 

• Less support for 

authority 

• Rule of law 

• Democratization 

• Human rights 

• Time to graduation 

 
• Parenting (books 

etc) 

• Child learning, 

college 

• Intergenerational 

transmission 

• Education increased 

• Access / affordability • Lower 

unemployment 

• Education finance 

reform 

• Universal access 

• Lower crime 

• Reduced inequality • Less poverty 

• Social cohesion 

(social capital) 

• Lower prison costs 

• Dissemination of 

new technology and 

knowledge 

• New R&D • Dynamic growth 

process 



‘the estimate that social benefit 
externalities constitute about 52% of the 
total benefits of HE is an approximate 
guide to how far the privatization of HE 
should proceed before public investment 
falls below the level conducive to 
optimum efficiency’ (p 255) 



How do you demonstrate accountability, 
generate trust and understanding, and 
clarify and negotiate your purposes? 
 



University Public 

Public 
Relations 
 



University Public 

University Public 

Public 
Relations 
 

Public 
Engagement 
 



Engagement implies strenuous, thoughtful, 
argumentative interaction with the non-
university world in at least four spheres: 
setting universities’ aims, purposes and 
priorities; relating teaching and learning to 
the wider world; the back-and-forth 
dialogue between researchers and 
practitioners; and taking on wider 
responsibilities as neighbours and citizens. 
 

Association of Commonwealth Universities 





www.publicengagement.ac.uk 



Defining Impact 
 

• Impacts could include:  

 

– development in learning 

 

– attitude and behaviour change 

 

– a greater sense of self-efficacy 

 

– enhanced curiosity or interest in a subject 
 



Defining Impact 
 

– improved skills 

 

– greater connectedness with others 

 

– improved understanding of self and the 

broader world / universe 

 

– improved confidence or skills, etc. 
 



Defining Impact 
– What difference have you made in people’s lives? 

 

– What ideas, relationships, interests, motivations 

have been transformed as a result of your 

intervention or contribution? (and in what ways?) 

 

•OR: ‘impact’ is the difference between the profile of 

those you engaged pre-intervention and their profile 

post-intervention. 

•That is, the overall net effects or results of an activity 

or intervention (intended or unintended). 



Public Engagement can be: 

• Science Communication 

• Site-based (e.g. Zoo-based or Museum-based) 

• Education  

• Outreach 

• New Media (e.g. Dialogue on Twitter / Facebook)   

• Festivals  

• Consultations  

• Debate and dialogue 

• Collaborative research 



The deficit model 
Public ‘deficit’ of: 

i. understanding of scientific knowledge 

ii.  trust in science – more info, transparency, or 

explanation, will restore trust (via ‘understanding 

our motives’) 

iii. understanding of scientific process – science cannot 

give certainty nor zero-risk  (Bob May 2000) 

 all suggest public responses are emotional, irrational 

and ‘without knowledge’ 

 Citizens = naïve and gullible to media misinformation 

 Public should not question scientific-institutional culture  



Public deficit model: 
‘Facts’ over ‘Process’ 
 
“Science education in schools focuses too 

much on facts, rather than process, leading to the 

misleading impression that science… deals in certainties 

rather than, as is more often the case, conclusions based on 

the balance of probabilities after evaluation of the available 

evidence”.  

 
Robert May, FRS: UK Government chief-scientist: 11 July 
2000, lecture Hannover Expo, Germany.  



Beyond ‘deficit model’ of publics 

Yes, there is public ignorance of science 

There is also scientific / institutional ignorance  

of science 

of publics and their realities 

Public ignorance is NOT the cause of ‘public 

scepticism’ or public mistrust 

It is not the case that to ‘know science / zoos is 

to love them’ 

Scientific denial, of scientific ignorance is a key 

factor in public mistrust / disengagement 

 



-Dialogue 

 

-public engagement  

 

-participation (various methods)  

 

-inclusivity of knowledges  

 

-transparency and accountability  

i.e. “scientific citizenship” etc. 

 

 

New ‘democratisation of science’ agenda 
 



Arnstein’s Ladder (1969) 
 



Involve 

Consult 

Collaborate 

Empower 

Inform 

Engagement Aims 



Empower 

And another way of looking at 
it 

Collaborate 

Involve 

Consult 

Inform 

Number of people involved 



Transmit 
To inspire, inform, 

change, educate, 

build capacity and 

involvement or 

influence decisions 

of others (e.g. the 

public) 

Receive 
To use the views, 

skills, experience, 

knowledge of 

others (e.g. the 

public) to inspire, 

inform, change, 

educate or build 

your own capacity 

or decisions 

Collaborate 
To collaborate, consider, 

create or decide 

something together 

Public Engagement Triangle 



Thinking about the benefits 

• Engagement as an end in itself 

• Engagement as an means to an end 

• Engagement as an external 
requirement 

• Engagement to benefit institution 

• Engagement to benefit participants 

• Engagement to benefit society  

 
 

 


