Putting on a public event
Written by the UCL Public Engagement Unit in February 2010
This guide is aimed at staff and students across UCL who want to run public events. It looks
at the types of event that staff and students are typically involved with, and advises on
formats, locations and content.
This document has been prepared by staff of the UCL Public Engagement Unit, who have a
lot of experience in event organisation and evaluation. Between us we’ve organised
workshops, lectures, symposia, debates, conferences, variety shows, concerts, participatory
dialogue events, and many other types of event. This guide shares some of the lessons we’ve
learned (often the hard way!) and some of the best ideas we’ve seen other people using.
1. Why are you doing an event?
Organising an event can take a lot of time, and usually has costs associated with it. This
means that it’s important to be clear on what you’re trying to accomplish i.e. the aims of the
event. The aims of a public engagement event are usually about changing something in the
minds of members of the public attending the event (the audience) or people taking part in
generating the content of the event (the participants).
In the UCL Public Engagement Unit we often describe the aims of our events using a grid like
this:
Awareness

Attitudes

Skills

Empowerment

Participants (i.e.
staff)
Audience (i.e.
publics)
We type into each box the change that the event will make to the participants and audience.
You might find that a table similar to this is useful for you.
2. Who is the audience?
The answer to this question requires a lot of thought. ‘The general public’ is never the right
answer to a question about your audience, because no event will ever appeal to anyone.
Every event will attract particular audiences, whether the organizer has intentionally chosen
these audiences or not.
Audiences for previous UCL public events include:
Office-workers working within 5 minutes walk of UCL
Londoners aged 20-50 with no connection to higher education
Amateur astronomers based in Surrey
Residents of Somers Town
Participants in previous UCL medical research programmes
Family groups interested in archaeology, based in South-East England
Mothers using a neo-natal care unit in a specific hospital
Audiences are usually defined demographically (people of a particular age) or as a
community of place (e.g. North Londoners), interest (e.g. film fans), shared activity (e.g.
people who work for Santander, planners, archtiects). You should try and find ways to define
your audience in a similar way.
Most events have the capability to reach beyond a core audience, and this is to be applauded.
On the other hand, it is impossible to make an event that works for every kind of audience, so
you need to design with a core audience in mind.
3. What kind of event should you do?

You should choose the format of your event based on your aims and your intended audience.
If you don’t already know which event types work for which audiences, you can find out by
reading the evaluation reports from similar events that other people have organized, or by
undertaking a consultation with members of your intended audience (this can be part of a
‘formative evaluation’ process).
Type of event
Lecture

Strengths
Good for raising awareness
of certain subjects. Excellent
way to deliver a vast quantity
of information to a large
audience. Good for informing
professional audiences.

‘In conversation with…’
format

Has all the strengths of a
lecture. Interview format can
help stimulate dialogue and
interaction between the
audience and the speaker.
Works for a wide variety of
adult audiences. Discussion
helps to maintain interest.
Multiple viewpoints help more
audience members to
engage.

Panel debate

Participatory dialogue event
(e.g. focus group, workshop)

Excellent levels of
engagement, in terms of
creating dialogue. There is a
possibility of real learning
outcomes for both the
audience and staff involved.

‘Hands-on’ event (e.g.
museum workshop)

Attracts a varied audience
including families and
children, or adults
(depending on format). Depth
of engagement is very high
for those with their ‘handson’. Taps into creative and
practical skills.
Can be used for ‘stealth’
engagement e.g. attracting
film fans to a screening that
includes science.

Arts event (e.g. film
screening, performance)

Forum Theatre Performance

Exhibition

Good way to develop
audience’s understanding of
a subject area, giving them a
more personal view of a
subject area or argument
while giving them control
over the direction of the
debate.
Good way to inform your

Weaknesses
Many public audiences aren’t
used to lectures, and take
very little away from the
format. The depth of
engagement in terms of
interaction and sharing
knowledge is very low. The
long-term effect can be
limited.
Requires good facilitation.
The interviewer needs to
respond to needs of
audience, not speaker.
Again this requires good
facilitation and careful
management of time. Need
to be clear in advertising
whether the audience will be
involved in the debate, as
otherwise this format can be
disempowering.
Need to be clear and to
communicate to all those
involved what is being done
with opinions gathered. This
event also requires
experienced staff in terms of
facilitation.
Numbers that can be
accommodated are low
compared to lectures or
panel discussions, and
staffing needs to be intense.

Can attract a very narrow
audience of already-engaged
individuals unless welltargeted (due to intimidating
nature of much academic
art).
Requires
professional/experienced
actors, facilitators, and a
large amount of forwardplanning.

They rarely create dialogue

Festivals

Conferences

Training

audience about certain
subjects and issues.
Exhibitions can appeal to a
varied audience (in terms of
knowledge and
demographics). Exhibitions
can be held alongside other
events including lectures,
workshops and panel
discussions.
Can attract a range of
audiences. Great way to
involve and develop
partnerships with a range of
organisations and groups.

Excellent way to
communicate detailed
information to a large
audience. Good for
networking. Mainly for
professional audiences.
The main way for people to
develop skills and encourage
learning.

or interaction between those
attending. Require
professional exhibition
expertise to be effective, and
this can add to costs.

Festivals can be time and
resource intensive. They
require effective
collaboration. If unorganised
they can be “hit and miss” for
the audience - there needs to
be a clear vision or focus for
all the activiites.
Require a lot of forward
planning (e.g. recruitment
and promotion). Conferences
usually have a fee associated
with them, which can be off
putting to some audiences.
Needs a follow up, post
training, to see if skills and
learning have actually been
applied.

4. Venues
Is UCL the best place to host your event? For some audiences the University isn’t a natural
place to visit. Just as you should advertise your event in the places where your intended
audience look, you can also host the event in the sort of place that your audience goes to. For
instance, Bright Club, UCL’s variety night aimed at Londoners who don’t work or study in
higher education, is held in a comedy club. You could host your event in a community centre,
park, pub, church hall or library, or elsewhere, depending upon the audience you would like to
attract.
There are also a number of organizations who can host events with you, such as museums,
the Royal Institution or the learned societies. If you can convince one of these organisations
to collaborate with you on an event, it usually guarantees you a good turn out and a lot of
peace of mind (e.g. they may handle all the marketing). The UCL Public Engagement Unit
maintains contacts in a lot of these organisations, and will happily help you identify the most
appropriate people to approach.
If you do want to host your event at UCL, then you’ll need to book a space for it. Room
Bookings can be found at http://www.ucl.ac.uk/efd/room-bookings. Some individual
departments also have bookable spaces. You’ll need to consider whether the room is suitable
for the event you have in mind and accessible (whether members of the public have a hope of
finding it!). A good source of advice for any event held at UCL is the Alumni and Corporate
Events team, who are experts in making UCL spaces work for visitors. Their website is
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/development/cc/cae/index.
5. Marketing
Once your format is chosen and your venue booked, it’s time to start telling potential audience
members about your event. The best way to do this is to find out where the audience get their
information about events and promote your event there. The least effective way to promote

your event to the public is via UCL all-staff email – unless your event is aimed at UCL staff
(and therefore isn’t really public!) of course.
There are people at UCL who can help you with your marketing. The Development and
Corporate Communications Office print a termly guide to public events called Brain Food. It
goes out to local public organisations and to a mailing list of people interested in UCL events.
There’s also a website dedicated to UCL’s public events, and your event can be featured in
both by submitting some details at http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/submit-events.
If your event is newsworthy, the UCL Media Office can help you bring it to the attention of
local and national media. This will normally be by helping you to write and issue a press
release. They will, however, need plenty of notice of your event. There’s no point asking them
to do a press release the day before. They will also be able to advise you of the likelihood of
your event being picked up by various media types. Often it isn’t worth putting time into a
press release because other types of audience recruitment will be more effective for you; the
Media Office can provide guidance on this matter.
One specific type of marketing you could consider is listings in the places where your
intended audience looks for events. The most common in London is Timeout. Each section of
http://www.timeout.com/london has a ‘Submit your event’ link. ‘Around Town’ is the natural
section for many UCL events, but staff also regularly submit in ‘Books & Poetry’, ‘Music’ and
‘Comedy’. You can also submit your event to the listings on the Evening Standard site at
http://www.thisislindon.co.uk/home/listings/local-listings
One key thing to bear in mind is the issue of ticketing. Some events have no ticketing, so
members of the public simply turn up and take part. Other events operate systems for
booking in advance, either through an email address or website (such as the eventbrite
system that is in use across UCL). Even if you don’t intend to charge for entry to your event, a
free event can still be ticketed.
Ticketing an event can help you make sure that there isn’t a big crowd outside, unhappy that
they can’t get in. Be aware, however, that a sizeable minority of people won’t turn up for a
free event for which they have booked tickets. Different organizations over-book by different
amounts to counteract this. You might consider booking 10-30% more people into the event
than you have places, so that you don’t tell people not to turn up, even though the room is
only three-quarters full.
If you’re running a more complex event, with more than one parallel session, you may find it
helpful to ask your audience to book into different sessions so that you can control the
numbers in each session.
All of this marketing takes time, and it is important to bear this in mind when planning your
event. It is possible to recruit an audience of UCL staff and students for an event very quickly,
but Timeout listings to recruit a genuinely public audience need to be submitted 2-3 weeks in
advance. We usually try to start recruiting an audience a month in advance.
6. Running the event
Evaluation of UCL’s public events has taught us poor organisation and management of
events have a negative impact on the audience and can, potentially, detract from the content
and purpose of the event. Organising your event in a professional manner and ensuring that
any “performance” is of high quality will help your audience to get the most out of your event.
Some simple rules:
1. Stick to time. If a speaker is due to speak for 30 minutes, with 20 minutes questions, keep
them to this. Audiences can detect people over-running and will usually lose concentration.
They can also become hostile to speakers’ point of view. I can’t emphasise enough how
important timekeeping is to effective events.

2. Speak in the way the audience are expecting. If the audience have been told that this is a
lecture suitable for members of the public, don’t deliver it in a dry, academic way and fill it with
jargon. If the audience have been promised a debate, make sure that there are plenty of
opportunities for them to contribute. If the audience have come expecting to hear about
science, give them science.
3. Make sure that someone is on the door of your event to welcome attendees, help people
find seats, ensure they’re at the right event or to answer questions. It should be obvious who
this person is (e.g. via a badge or clipboard). Because they see everyone who comes into the
event, this person can also informally monitor the event (e.g. numbers attending, informal
feedback) for evaluation purposes.
4. Sort out technical issues before the audience arrives. Nothing undermines your message
like not knowing how Powerpoint, microphones or projectors work.
5. Be aware of the parts of the event that your audience are most interested in. For example,
if you hold a film screening with panel discussion in the evening, there is a good chance that
the majority of your audience will be primarily interested in the film. If you show a long film first,
then put a comfort break in-between the film and discussion, a lot of the audience won’t come
back. Think about how you can structure the evening so that you and the audience both get
what you want from it (in this case you could hold the discussion in a smaller room, provide
some kind of incentive for people to return or show the film earlier).
6. If you’re working with other people to run the activity, ensure that your roles are clearly
defined, and check on this regularly. This will help to make sure that everyone knows what is
expected of them, both in the planning stages and at the event itself.
7. Plan ahead. Good event organisation takes time, and audience recruitment can take weeks
or even months, depending on the event. You need time to invite people, then remind them,
then remidn them again to be successful.
7. Evaluation
The key to evaluating the success of your event is to be clear about what you are trying to
achieve. See our guide ‘Evaluating your public events’ for more information.
8. Case Studies
A good way to share the learning from your event is by making it a ‘case study’. The Public
Engagement Unit have developed a simple form that will give an evaluator, corporate
communicator or funder most of the information that they need to understand your event.
When we run an event, we complete one of these forms and share it with all those groups.
They can then decide whether they want to ask for more information for a news story, briefing
note or as part of a wider study of public engagement at UCL.

Example – Bright Club, The Thinking Person’s Variety Night
Bright Club is a project facilitated by the Public Engagement Unit. It brings together a crossdisciplinary network of researchers at UCL, training them and giving them a space to share
their research with each other and the public. We have mapped out our event against all the
questions posed in this guide, to give you an idea of how you might plan, organise and deliver
your public events.
1. Why are you doing an event?
The engagement aims of Bright Club can be mapped onto our usual matrix like this:

Participants (i.e.
staff)

Audience (i.e.
publics)

Awareness
Of the need to
tailor your
communication
style for the
audience and
venue
Of the multidisciplinary
nature of
research.

Attitudes

To be more
positive towards
research,
researchers and
Higher
Education.

Skills
Better
presentation
skills

Empowerment

To encourage
the audience to
talk to
researchers on
equal footing..

2. Who is the audience?
Bright Club’s audience is intended to be 20-50 year old Londoners who don’t work or study at
a University. We are specifically aiming for people who take part in cultural events (e.g. latenight museum openings, comedy nights, concerts) but don’t take part in events organised by
a University.
3. What kind of event should you do?
We talked to a group of people who organise events that successfully attract people in our
defined audience, or who are involved in audience development for events. They included
Rosie Tooby (Wellcome Collection – adult science events), Wes White (Attack!! - writers
events in Bristol and London), Miriam Miller (One Green Firework – comedy events) and
Emma McLean (Audiences London – audience development). They all agreed that a format
that used comedians with national profile to draw an audience, and involved UCL researchers
performing in a variety of ways, would attract our target audience while providing significant
engagement opportunities.
4. Venues
Bright Club is held in the Wilmington Arms. This is a comedy and music club next to Exmouth
Market, in Clerkenwell, London. This venue was chosen because:
It has all the facilities required (including a sound system and bar) and expert staff to
operate them;
It has existing comedy and music audiences who might be interested in attending our
events, and a reputation for high-quality events for non-academics;
It is easy to find (on a main road) and get to (near numerous bus and tube stops);
It is next to Exmouth Market, one of the busier parts of London nightlife on a Tuesday
night;
It is near to UCL (to help performers).
5. Marketing

Bright Club is listed in Time Out, The Evening Standard, Chortle.co.uk, Spoonfed.co.uk, and
on other websites. We also use social networking to build a community of interest around the
events. The Facebook group is http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=58748936983. We
create a Facebook group for each event, and encourage performers to invite along contacts
who are members of the target audience. For example:
http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=229808486080
The Wilmington Arms advertise Bright Club by email newsletter, on their website and via
MySpace. They also display posters in the weeks leading up to each event. We sometimes
print a small number (500) Bright Club flyers and distribute these on other comedy clubs, and
place a pile in the Wilmington Arms.
6. Running the event
Preparation for the event is in two stages:
Performers are briefed on the requirements for a successful Bright Club performance,
including how to tailor their content to make it suitable for the audience. This is not in terms of
dumbing down, or making light of their subject, but rather about framing it in such a way that
the audience enjoy it and stay fully engaged during the performance.
Performers then gather on the afternoon of the performance to try out their acts on one
another. We also take this opportunity to train performers in the use of the stage microphones
that the Wilmington Arms provide (which operate very differently to lecture theatre
microphones).
Each Bright Club events requires the following staff:
Doorperson – to take money, to help audience members find seats, direct them to the
toilets, help presenters find the storage area.
Stage manager – to make sure that all technical matters are sorted out before the
audience arrive. To brief presenters and make sure that they get to the stage on time.
To indicate to presenters when their time is up.
Soundperson (provided by the venue) – to monitor microphone levels, ensure sound
quality and clarity of communication.
Performers each prepare an 8-minute set, with a typical running order for the night being (all
times are PM):
6.00 Stage manager, door and sound people arrive. Set up of space (we use cabaret-style
seating for the front rows, then benches at the back)
6.30 Soundcheck for musical act
7.00 Soundchecks for all researchers – ensuring that technical issues are sorted out,
presentations are set up on a single laptop, and the researchers are used to the stage, sound
and lights
7.45 MC arrives and is briefed
8.00 Doors open
8.30 MC (professional comedian) starts
8.45 Researcher 1
8.55 Researcher 2
9.05 Researcher 3
9.15 First musical act
9.30 INTERMISSION
9.50 MC set 2
10.05 Researcher 4
10.15 Researcher 5

10.25 Researcher 6
10.35 Second musical act
10.50 Scheduled stop
11.00 Curfew
7. Evaluation
There is always a monitor/evaluator at Bright Club. She collects information in a variety of
formal and informal ways:
From the doorperson, based on the number of people they recognise (to identify how
many of the audience are UCL staff, and how many are repeat visitors);
From casual interaction with visitors, asking questions about enjoyment, perception of
event, subject matter awareness;
Formal audience monitoring, sometimes including asking all visitors if they work or
study at a University;
Observations of the event following an agreed observation schedule;
From presenters, about what they feel they have gained from the experience.
The findings from a group of events are periodically collated and shared with the event
organisers, to help improve the effectiveness of Bright Club.
8.Case Study (filled in)

UCL Public Engagement Case Study Form
Title: Bright Club
Your Name: Gemma Moore
Job Title/Course: Evaluation Officer
Department: UCL Public Engagement Unit
Who was the audience?
Bright Club aims to reach out to a certain cross section of the “public” – members of
the public aged 20-50, individuals and groups currently that are not linked to the
university, but who take part in cultural events. This is an audience historically underserved by UCL.

Which Beacon Aim(s) did this work address?
Create a culture within HEIs and research institutes and centres where
public engagement is formalised and embedded as a valued and
recognised activity for staff at all levels and for students
Build capacity for public engagement within institutions and encourage
staff at all levels, postgraduate students, and undergraduates where
appropriate, to become involved
Ensure HEIs address public engagement within their strategic plans and
that this is cascaded to departmental level
Create networks within and across institutions, and with external
partners, to share good practice, celebrate their work and ensure that
those involved in public engagement feel supported and able to draw on
shared expertise
Enable HEIs to test different methods of supporting public engagement
and to share learning.

X

X

X

What happened?

Bright Club is a project facilitated by UCL and One Green Firework, a comedy
promotions company. It brings together a cross-disciplinary network of researchers at
UCL, training them and giving them a space to share their research with each other
and the public. Bright Club is designed to provide an enjoyable first-step into public
engagement for researchers,
Bright Club tests a new, progressive, innovative model for public engagement
focused around entertainment. It happens every month in a comedy and rock club in
Clerkenwell, Islington, London. A professional comedian comperes the evening, and
UCL staff and students perform short sets about aspects of their research or
teaching, all with a single unifying theme. The themes that have been explored to
date have included: Lust, London, Time, Space, Light and Metal. Funding was
received by the Science and Technology Facilities Council to sponsor some of these

events.
Bright Club aims to put the audience at the centre of the experience: UCL staff and
students are trained to communicate their work in an engaging, entertaining way.

What was this supposed to accomplish?

Specifically, Bright Club aims to:
a) Raise (audience) awareness of science, research and the role of Higher
Education Institutions (HEIs);
b) Influence the attitudes and values (of audience members) towards science,
research and the role of HEIs;
c) Develop (researchers) skills, enhance knowledge and increase
understanding of public engagement;
d) Exchange information, share learning and inform culture change across the
sector.

Did it succeed in its aims?

Bright Club has surpassed what it set out to achieve. Monitoring has shown that
more than 60% of the audience usually have no relationship with a University, and
the majority of those that do, do not work or study at UCL.
Bright Club has been called the "most fun an academic can have at work" (by a
performer). It has also been called "the best new comedy idea in London" (by a
comedy promoter). As one audience member noted: "well, you come to a comedy
night and you expect to be entertained and amused, but you don’t expect to learn
anything! I really liked the mix of science and comedy ... It is a fantastic concept" (an
audience member at Bright Club: Space).
Many of the first-time presenters have gone on to other public engagement projects
or activities, and many of the audience have come back.

Has this led to any new activity or relationships, or changes in culture?

A key indicator of the success of Bright Club is the replica models being established,
at both comedy festivals (e.g. Brighton Comedy Festival) and within other HEIs (e.g.
Manchester).

Personally, what did you feel was the most important outcome?
A ‘Bright Club community’ has emerged from this project – made up of a variety of
researchers, performers and audience members. Over 430 people are signed up to

the Facebook fan page.
Networks have been established within and across institutions, departments groups
and individuals. This network has been pivotal for us to share good practice,
celebrate the achievements of Bright Club.
For more information see: http://www.brightclub.org

Please attach a good picture of what happened, if you have one. Publishable
pictures are best, but illustrative pictures are also useful.

Figure 1: Audience at Bright Club: Time

Figure 2: Comedian Rufus Hound performing at Bright Club: Metal

Figure 3 UCL Institute of Archaeology PhD student Ruth Fillery-Travis
performing at Bright Club: Metal

