
USING NON–ACADEMIC METHODS 
IN KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE

Prof Harry Sumnall



DECLARATIONS

• Member – (UK) Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs 

(unpaid)

• Board Member – European Society for Prevention 

Research (unpaid)

• Trustee – Mentor UK (unpaid)

• Advisor – MIND Foundation (unpaid)

• Receive grant funding for research into alcohol and other 

drugs



PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

• Informing, inspiring, and/or educating the public. Making 

research more accessible

• Consulting and actively listening to the public’s views, 

concerns and insights

• Collaborating and working in partnership with the public 

to solve problems together, drawing on each other’s 

expertise

• Informing policy and practice: involving the public to ensure 

their insights, expertise and aspirations influence the 

evidence base for policy and practice.
Reed et al., 2018



KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER PROCESSES IN 
SUBSTANCE USE FIELD

• Clear and succinct messages

• Reliable and credible sources, with accurate, evidence-

based information

• Interactive format that is appealing, persuasive and 

encourages participation

• Tailors information so that it is personalised and can be 

modified to suit the local setting without disrupting the 

overall aims of the strategy

• Reinforces key messages with additional materials and 

support

• … Bywood et al., 2008; Sumnall et al., 2017



https://www.addiction-ssa.org/commentary/emerging-research-methods-series-social-marketing-and-substance-use



PATHWAYS TO IMPACT

• Who is your target audience?

• How will they benefit?

• How to engage and when?

• What activities should I use?

• How you will use available support?

• How will you capture the impact you have?

https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/do-engagement/funding/pathways-impact



POLICY IMPACT

• Do high-quality research.

• Make your research relevant and readable.

• Understand the policy process, policymaking context, and key actors.

• Be ‘accessible’ to policymakers: engage routinely, flexibly, and humbly

• Decide if you want to be an ‘issue advocate’ or ‘honest broker’

• Build relationships (and ground rules) with policymakers.

• Be ‘entrepreneurial’ or find someone who is

• Reflect continuously: should you engage, do you want to, and is it 
working?

Cairney and Oliver, 2018



Reach

• the extent and/or 
diversity  of the 
beneficiaries of the  
impact, as relevant to 
the  nature of the 
impact. (It will  not be 
assessed in  geographic 
terms, nor in  terms of 
absolute numbers  of
beneficiaries.)

Significance

• the degree to which the  
impact has enabled,  
enriched, influenced,  
informed or changed the  
performance, policies,  
practices, products, 
services,  understanding, 
awareness  or well-being 
of the  beneficiaries.

• “Impact Case studies describing impacts through public engagement welcomed”



https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk



Slate, July 2018

https://slate.com/human-

interest/2018/07/academic-

publishing-and-book-breaking-

why-scholars-write-books-that-

arent-meant-to-be-read.html
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262 citations in Google scholar

1 citation in Google scholar



Published end October 2018

In the top 5% of all research outputs ever tracked by Altmetric

(NB Altmetric reach ≠ good science)

Reached 92,000 readers via Twitter – 60% of Tweeters were 

members of the general public 

0 citations 











COMMON USES OF ACADEMIC TWITTER

• Enhancing reputation

• Visibility & signalling influence

• Public engagement 

• Sharing (real time) information, resources, and media relating to their professional 
practice; 

• Sharing information about their classroom and their students; 

• Requesting assistance and offering suggestions to others; 

• Engaging in social commentary; 

• Networking and making connections with others

Knight & Kaye, 2016;  Mohammadi et al., 2017; Veletsianos, 2011
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“A great Twitter 

account: 

• Shares 

important/interesting 

content from other 

people 

• Posts its own 

interesting content 

• Engages with other 

users in a positive 

way by replying to 

posts, offering advice 

or insight”
http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/about/pdf/twitter_academics.pdf



ACADEMIC RESEARCH 
COMMUNICATION ON SOCIAL MEDIA

• Reach e.g. IHE (Marmot Review team) – 8,266 

followers, Ben Goldacre 482k

• Passive vs active outreach not effective 

(Eldestein et al, 2012)

• Most strategies remain modest, passive and 

don’t allow two way communication.

• Evidence from health promotion suggests mass 

media campaigns are most successful when 

facilitate social interaction, and occur during 

routine media use (Wakefield et al, 2010). 

Many online social media strategies are like 

building elaborate empty rooms

Most social media activity focused on Twitter and 

Facebook but:

• UK Twitter and Facebook users differ 

substantially from UK population – younger, 

better educated, more liberal, pay more 

attention to politics and strong class effects 

• Twitter communications rarely reach those 

outside the academic community and wider 

discipline network

Slide courtesy of Jane Harris (PHI, LJMU)



RESEARCH COMMUNICATION THROUGH SOCIAL 
MEDIA

• TED[x] talks – ¾ billion total views, videos presented by 

academics more liked than those by non-academics (Sugimoto 

and Thelwall, 2013)

• Research podcasts – cheap and effective way to share 

research findings in an interesting format. 5.9 million (11%) of 

adults in UK are weekly podcast listeners including 49% of the 

under 35s (Ofcom, 2018)

• YouTube – repository of research content but fragmented 

and little has been done to build upon YouTube’s core business 

of “participatory culture”(Burgess and Green, 2018). One in 

three UK adults and 90% of 12-15 year olds regularly use 

YouTube (Ofcom, 2018). 

Slide courtesy of Jane Harris (PHI, LJMU)



WHAT CAN ACADEMICS LEARN ABOUT YOUTUBE 
COMMUNICATION FROM ZOELLA?

Most popular female YouTube in 

UK -12 million subscribers

Sustained communication can 

create ‘intimacy’ between content 

producer and audience which 

increases perceptions of credibility

Viewers recognise the 

importance of credible online 

sources

Being “relatable” is key. Framing 

discussions around shared or 

common experiences can increase 

viewers confidence in information 

communicated

Encouraging discussion through 

the YouTube comments section by 

posing questions or discussion 

points increases audience 

engagement

Creates the opportunity for 

instant, public feedback and the 

creation of ongoing dialogue which 

can shape the focus of future 

content

Moderating the quality of 

discussion can be challenging and 

it is important to develop reflexive 

strategies for self and community 

moderation.

Data: Harris, unpublished PhD 

thesis

Slide courtesy of Jane Harris (PHI, LJMU)



Dr Suzi Gage (U of Liv) – Say Why to 

Drugs



Response received

• Teachers using it in class

• Skeptic Magazine Ockhams Award

• Interaction with the public

Slide courtesy of Dr Suzi Gage



Who is target audience?

• Target strategic organisations/individuals

• Preaching to converted?

Slide courtesy of Dr Suzi Gage



ALSO WORKS TO HELP RESEARCH

• Participant recruitment

• Hard-to-find e-cigarette users

• Research ideas

• Grant applications submitted

• Academic awards

• AAAS Early Career Award for Public Engagement with 

Science

• Wellcome Trust Engagement Fellow

Slide courtesy of Dr Suzi Gage



RNCM 4 * case study





“Distant Voices is concerned with the issues people face when they come out of 

prison, or complete a community sentence. From the practical difficulties of getting a 

job and finding (or maintaining) somewhere to live, to the challenges of stigma and 

prejudice, and of re-joining a family and rebuilding a life, the road home has many 

obstacles along the way.”

Albums/EPs  126 songs – 1 album and 1 EP

Public performances 

Broadcast media

Podcasts

House Gigs – hospitality and dialogue

Thanks to Prof Fergus McNeil

https://voxliminis.bandcamp.com/album/dis

tant-voices-not-known-at-this-address

https://www.voxliminis.co.uk/projects/distant-voices/

https://voxliminis.bandcamp.com/album/distant-voices-not-known-at-this-address






PROBATIONARY - THE GAME OF LIFE OF 
LICENCE

• Collaboration between LJMU and FACT

• Game produced through collaboration of artist HwaYoung Jung, 

LJMU criminology, and men on license

• Explores the lived experience of being on probation reflecting 

real experiences of being subject to the criminal justice system 

and presenting an opportunity to collectively play, understand 

and discuss the systems.





Christiansen, Vinther & Liokaftos. 2016. Drugs: Education, Prevention and 

Policy, 1-11

Griffiths et al. 2016. Journal of Drug Issues, 46(4) and Hildebrandt & 

Lanzieri. 2015. Body Image, 15

Pope et al Endocr Rev. 2014 Jun;35(3):341-75



Images courtesy of Dr Amanda Atkinson 



Images courtesy of Dr Amanda Atkinson 



INSTALLATION –HOMELESSNESS AND 
PERIOD POVERTY (‘£306’) 

Image courtesy of Dr Amanda Atkinson 



CARNAGE UK! THE UK’S BIGGEST 
STUDENT NIGHT ENCOURAGING 

MISOGYNISTIC & PATRIARCHAL IDEALS 
(2016)

Image courtesy of Dr Amanda Atkinson 



BIG D(ICK) NUTS (2016)

Image courtesy of Dr Amanda Atkinson 



https://www.genderandalcohol.co.uk/

Addiction. 2016 Oct;111(10):1735-47



“Visit to Scottish Parliament which led to me 
presenting them to the alcohol policy team at the 
Scottish Government. We have also held an event 

with Scottish Families Affected by Alcohol and Drugs 
to highlight issues of gender in family support. 
However, the impact in REF terms is hard to 

quantify” 

Prof Emslie



SubstanceMisuse@gcu



EVALUATING ENGAGEMENT IMPACT

1. Instrumental impacts (for example, financial revenues from 

widespread public adoption of a new technology or policy change 

resulting from public pressure)

2. Capacity-building impacts (for example, new skills)

3. Attitudinal impacts (for example, a change in public attitudes 

towards issues that have been researched)

4. Conceptual impacts (for example, new understanding and 

awareness of issues related to research)

5. Enduring connectivity impacts (for example, follow-on 

interactions and lasting relationships, such as future attendance at 

engagement events or opportunities for researchers and members of 

the policy community to work more closely with publics).
Reed et al., 2018



CONTACT

Professor Harry Sumnall

Public Health Institute

Liverpool 

UK

h.sumnall@ljmu.ac.uk

@profhrs

@euspr

mailto:h.sumnall@ljmu.ac.uk

