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Abstract
 
Researchers and practitioners have emphasised the importance of evaluating science
communication, but agree that, on the one hand, much research on evaluation does not find its
way into practice, and on the other, researchers do not fully benefit from the wealth
of data that practitioners produce. Using semi-structured interviews with heads of
communications at different research organisations in four countries we show that
practitioners agree on the importance of evaluation, but that obstacles to evaluation
cut across organisational characteristics and countries. Our interviews suggest that
communications leaders have a strong interest in working with researchers, and we
discuss their proposals for practice-research interfaces that could improve evaluation
practice.
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1  Introduction

Evaluating science communication activities and projects is crucial to build an evidence-base for
the quality and impact of science communication. In recent years, this has been recognised by
science communication researchers [Jensen & Gerber, 2020; Volk & Schäfer, 2024; Weitkamp,
2015; Ziegler et al., 2021], funders and research organisations [King et al., 2015], and practitioners
[Adhikari et al., 2019; Grand & Sardo, 2017]. Through evaluation, funders, research organisations
and practitioners demonstrate societal impact, show accountability for research spending and
justify the existence of communications teams within an organisation [Sörensen et al.,
2024].


However, despite this widespread attention to evaluation, and the growing number of
peer-reviewed publications and resources covering everything from theoretical frameworks,
methods, practices, criteria for good evaluation and how to achieve it [Jensen & Gerber, 2020;
Impact Unit, 2023; Science Foundation Ireland, 2015; Volk & Schäfer, 2024], rigorous evaluation
designs are not applied to most science communication activities and projects [Jensen, 2014; Volk,
2024]. Several studies have identified the factors that hinder evaluation by communications teams
in scientific organisations. These include lack of budget, personnel or time, non-supportive
organisational cultures or leadership, lack of measurable objectives or overly ambitious
communication objectives, lack of evaluation skills, and the perception of evaluation as a threat to
the communications team [Bühler et al., 2007; Aguiar et al., 2024; Jensen et al., 2022; Pellegrini,
2021; Sörensen et al., 2024].


In this practice insight, we assess whether heads of communications at three types of
scientific organisation in Germany, Portugal, Switzerland and the United Kingdom
share this view, and delve into which research-practice collaborations may overcome
the obstacles to evaluating science communication. To do so, the first author, a science
communication practitioner with 20 years’ experience, interviewed 10 leaders of communications
teams about the value and obstacles to evaluation, and the extent to which research does
and/or could inform, support and guide their evaluation practices. The communications
leaders were further asked what type of research-practice interfaces would facilitate
“good” evaluation in their contexts. We used as a primer for these reflections a recent
essay by Volk and Schäfer [2024] that, drawing on prior scholarship, summarises the
characteristics of “good” evaluation and presents recommendations for improved research and
practice.


2  Getting to “good” evaluation. What does research say?

Evaluation of science communication is understood as a systematic assessment of the success or
failure of an activity against predefined objectives, using quantitative and qualitative social
science research methods. It can serve as a means for demonstrating success and accountability,
identifying crises, enabling learning processes and making decisions, as well as to optimise or
adapt communication processes and planning [Pellegrini, 2021]. Based on an analysis of the many
discussions about evaluation in the fields of science communication and informal science
education, Volk and Schäfer [2024] have summarised the characteristics of “good” evaluation.
We briefly introduce them here, and provide a more detailed description in Appendix
A).


Volk and Schäfer identify four characteristics of “good” evaluation: 1) be holistic and
evaluate inputs, outputs, outcomes, and impacts; 2) use mixed methods; 3) carry out
evaluations at multiple time points; and 4) fit evaluation to the target audience and
format.


They also propose seven recommendations whereby researchers and practitioners may advance
evaluation practice and research (details in Appendix A): 1) more and more robust evaluations; 2)
more demand and support for evaluation from funders, scientific institutions and policy-makers;
3) shared evaluation standards; 4) refined and realistic impact measures; 5) more capacity
building, encompassing hands-on evaluation templates, guides, training and networking
opportunities; 6) responsibility towards participants, scientific organisations and funders; 7) open
access to evaluation data.


Implementing evaluations in organisations, integrating them into teams’ workflows and finding
the necessary time and resources for evaluation can, of course, be challenging. In their article, Volk
and Schäfer caution that the characteristics and recommendations should not be seen as
prescriptive, but rather as guiding principles to inform practice. Not all of them can be,
or need to be, implemented by all organisations at all times. Instead, organisations
and practitioners should adopt a critical approach, tailoring the characteristics and
recommendations for good evaluation to their specific organisational, structural and operational
contexts.


3  Bringing in the voices of practitioners

We carried out semi-structured interviews with 10 Heads of Communications/Research
Engagement/Public Engagement at research organisations in four countries with different science
communication cultures [Mejlgaard et al., 2012]: Germany, Portugal, Switzerland, United
Kingdom (see Appendix B for more information on the sampling, interview procedures [Schreier,
2012] and content analysis [Rädiker & Kuckartz, 2019]). All the interviewees were in
managerial positions, with public communications of science or research as their main
responsibility.


The organisations fall into three types: Intergovernmental Research Organisation (IRO),
University, Research Institute. All carry out scientific research, but differ in their research scope,
geographical implantation and governance structures (Table 1). IROs generally cover areas of Big
Science, entailing the management of large, international infrastructures, facilities and research
programmes. Universities are institutions of research and higher education, covering several
academic fields. Research Institutes are primarily focused on research, and mostly in
a specific field; they usually confer degrees through associated universities (and not
directly).
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Table 1: Summary of the characteristics of the 10 research organisations and respective
communications teams. 



4  What do communications leaders say about getting to “good” evaluations?

4.1  Evaluation seen as important to measure success, impact, and improve future
activities

Communications leaders described evaluation as a way to “understand the success of a project or
initiative, to see whether or not it has worked out the way you wanted it to” (Research Institute, UK) and
also to “really measure the impact of [our] science communication activities” (University,
Switzerland) on “the target audience that we intend to reach” (University, Portugal). One
interviewee emphasised the importance of evaluations being “aligned with [our] key
goals. So [that we] not only measure because [we] can, but because it helps [us] to do it well”
(IRO-EMBL).


Evaluation was often described as “assessing conceptions of [our] audiences, the changes in conceptions
and then [our] impact on this change” (IRO-CERN), and explicitly as measuring outcomes rather than
outputs: 

 
They [Chartered Institute of Public Relations] are very clear that we’re no longer
measuring outputs. We’re measuring the outcomes, so the change. What have
audiences done with this awareness of the research? — University, UK. 



Evaluation was also seen as a means of learning — for individuals and the team — with a view to
improving future activities, and therefore “part of the process and not something that is it’s end”
(Research Institute, Portugal). 

 
I think it’s also a tool that we can use to help improve what we do next. So it’s
about learning from that and making sure that that’s built into the next project
and into what we do. — Research Institute, UK. 



The understanding and importance of evaluation expressed by the communications leaders in this
study is very much in line with previous studies [Grand & Sardo, 2017; Sörensen et al., 2024;
Ziegler et al., 2021].


4.2  Agreement that evaluations should be holistic and multi-method

Interviewees considered the characteristics of “good” evaluation and the recommendations to
advance evaluation practice and research proposed by Volk and Schäfer [2024] to be very
relevant to their practice.


The characteristics — being holistic, using mixed methods, covering different time-points and
adapting to audiences and formats — were described as “a very good way of approaching evaluation”
(Research Institute, Switzerland), “exactly what you want to do” (IRO-EUROfusion) and that “would
effectively allow good evaluation” (IRO-CERN). However, two communications leaders reflected on
the need to make decisions on which characteristics of “good” evaluation to apply and when,
resonating with Volk and Schäfer’s [2024] caution against taking as prescriptive the
characteristics of and recommendations for “good” evaluation that they put forward:


 
There is, for me, a difference between day-to-day activities and large-scale
projects, between activities for particular audiences with — say — a public
engagement goal, and organisational communications where the goals sometimes
simply include to have said that something happened. I would struggle to go
through a comprehensive pre- and post-evaluation every time. — IRO-EMBL 



All communications leaders acknowledged the limitations of quantitative output measurements,
such as number of media clippings, social media reach and engagement, website traffic,
visitor numbers. As described in previous studies [Aguiar et al., 2024; Sörensen et al.,
2024], quantitative output monitoring is regularly carried out by their teams, but “I
didn’t think that just listing every single article we published was necessarily that helpful of an
indicator as to whether or not we were raising awareness and achieving goals and strategically
supporting the goals of the programme” (IRO-EUROfusion). In-depth, holistic, evaluations were
considered to more fully assess the impact of their communications on the target audiences,
but “also the bit that is extremely hard to measure” (IRO-EMBL) and even “impossible to
actually measure who we are reaching and what change, if any, we are making” (University,
Switzerland).


Overall, the characteristics were familiar to the interviewees. Some communications leaders
recognised elements from the fields of marketing and public relations, and also from
resources provided by professional organisations: “this is the process whereby the National
Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement has structured their evaluation, so we use a logic
model to think about what we’re trying to do and plan out our evaluation” (Research Institute,
UK).


Most of the communications leaders also described having implemented some or all the
characteristics of good evaluation, such as using mixed methods: “We collect quantitative and
qualitative metrics — it’s more time-consuming but richer” (University, UK). Implementation was
often described as being organic “through being in science communication for a few years [now], and
having learnt from experience” (University, Portugal) and done in a non-formal way: “in one way or
another, [we] of course all do this anyway, although not necessarily based on the latest research results”
(IRO-EuropeanXFEL).


4.3  Need for capacity and support from organisations and funders

Regarding Volk and Schäfer’s [2024] recommendations for improved practice and research of
evaluation, four communications leaders considered capacity building (Recommendation #4) to be
the priority, namely “shared guides and toolkits, trying to train in the methods, and also have network
opportunities [with social science teams]” (University, Switzerland). More demand for and
support of evaluation by scientific organisations and funders (Recommendation #2)
was a priority for three communications leaders. This recommendation was often seen
as a way of making support for science communication visible at the highest level:


 
I think that if you approach the funding agencies you might have a chance,
because you could obtain external funding to do this kind of work, since funding
for this within research institutions or universities is very often not given. And it
would improve the standing of science communication monitoring. — Research
Institute, Switzerland. 



The recommendation for shared standards (#3) was highlighted as a priority by two interviewees.
A role for EIROforum (the network of eight European IROs) was proposed, to put “something like
this [shared standards] in place, because it would give it the high-level visibility, support and awareness that
is necessary for these things to actually occur” (IRO-EUROfusion).


Responsible evaluation (Recommendation #5) was considered by one of the communications
leaders as “incredibly important. And there’s not been enough visibility of that.” (Research Institute,
UK).


Mirroring the views expressed by practitioners in previous studies [Ziegler et al., 2021], the
recommendation for open evaluation data (#7) by Volk and Schäfer [2024] raised concerns for
several of the communications leaders. In a context where “research institutions and universities are
basically in competition with each other” (Research Institute, Switzerland) having evaluation data
completely open could increase pressure on already stretched communications teams to deliver to
imposed targets and levels: 

 
We speak at conferences to share knowledge, and as much as we can be
transparent, we are. Making the evaluation data public in an increasingly
competitive market — is it feasible? It’s sharing to a point. — University, UK. 



4.4  Lack of time, resources and expertise described as main obstacles to evaluation

Although quantitative output monitoring (e.g. online reach) was acknowledged by the
interviewees as being limited, in-depth evaluations of cognitive, affective and behavioural
changes among target audiences occur only rarely, independently of the type of organisation or
country. The communications leaders we interviewed reported using in-depth evaluations
for projects of greater strategic relevance such as Open Days or assessment of public
attitudes, or “when we have a combination of means, including time and then also some funds [for
evaluation]” (Research Institute, Portugal), or when the communications leader directly drove
evaluation: “I brought the people together and led the process [of evaluation]” (Research Institute,
UK).


Lack of time, limited resources (encompassing budget and personnel) and lack of dedicated
expertise in the teams were described as the main obstacles to evaluation, in particular to in-depth
evaluation. These resonate with findings of previous studies, many of them focused on a specific
country or type of organisation [Bühler et al., 2007; Aguiar et al., 2024; Impact Unit, 2023; Jensen
et al., 2022; King et al., 2015; Sörensen et al., 2024; Volk, 2024; Weitkamp, 2015; Ziegler et al., 2021].
Our findings suggest that the barriers cut across organisations: national and intergovernmental,
universities and field-focused research institutes, in different countries, with large or small
communications teams.


Four communications leaders connected their perceived lack of time for evaluation to the low
priority given to evaluation, either by themselves, by the organisation’s leadership or by funders:


 
You may, of course, argue that a complete evaluation of all activities is so
important that you should find the time to do that. If I look back, we did evaluate
key activities, but for a full evaluation there were other things that seemed to be
more important. — IRO-EuropeanXFEL. 



On an organisational level, the perception that “there is no evaluation responsibility generally speaking
in communications teams, or in some cases it would fall under “audit” which is a different
perspective” (IRO-CERN) was expressed, as well as uncertainty regarding the extent
to which organisation leadership teams read or consider evaluation reports in their
decision-making.


This absence of demand for and use of evaluation results seems to lead to a lack of incentive to do
ambitious evaluations, including as concerns career progression of the practitioners themselves.


 
I think time becomes an issue because it’s not prioritised, because you ideally
want someone and groups that you know are going to use and find that
information interesting and adopt it. And what benefit is there for me going
through the time and effort to do that? ( …) People don’t get any thanks for doing
evaluation. It’s not something that’s applauded and recognised as much as if
you’re telling the story [about the activity]. — Research Institute, UK. 



Across all the organisations, independently of the size of the team, communications leaders
described that the team’s focus had to be on delivering activities. No organisation had a team
member that was fully and exclusively dedicated to evaluation, and so evaluation is mostly an
additional task carried out by team members, or, in specific cases, temporary external
collaborators, and thus “really a matter of priorities. Do you make the next evaluation of the last
event, or do you write new media releases and science stories for our channels?” (University,
Switzerland). Concerning budgets, in a context where communication activities compete
for funding with research, communication leaders are also often faced with questions
about how “maybe it’s better to hire some researchers for the same money” (Research institute,
Switzerland).


4.5  Evaluation research and resources seen as useful, particularly when applicable to practice —
but not well known

Seven of the communications leaders were explicitly aware of evaluation resources
(i.e. toolkits, guides, templates) produced by European projects, by funding agencies and
organisations such as the German Federal Association of Communicators, Wissenschaft
im Dialog, the UK’s Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) and the National
Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE), and four had used such resources,
often in combination with courses. Although toolkits were described as sometimes
“extremely theoretical and not tools at all, not useful for practitioners” (University, Portugal), all
communications leaders considered evaluation resources to be useful for their practice, as “a way
towards a more standardised approach, for comparison within [our] own organisation across
time, but also between organisations that share common goals or perhaps common audiences”
(IRO-EMBL).


The usefulness of research about science communication evaluation was similarly described to be
helpful to “establish a framework by which we could evaluate our projects, one used by other science
communicators too” (IRO-CERN). Research was also useful to learn from negative results:


 
It’s good for me because I learn a lot from those papers. Once I learned a lot from
a negative science communication paper, and I cite it all the time because they
did something that I thought of doing. — University, Portugal. 



Notably, however, none of the communications leaders felt fully up-to-date or knowledgeable of
research findings. Although they have “seen papers on the [evaluation] topic” (IRO-EUROfusion),
and are “broadly aware of research on evaluation” (IRO-EMBL), they “don’t regularly read that [JCOM
journal and so on] because it’s a matter of workload” (University, Switzerland) and “just didn’t have the
time” (Research Institute, Switzerland). Several expressed hope in being able to read the papers at
some point: 

 
I have Google alerts to be informed of all papers that come out in science
communication research. And every time I get that Google alert, I think I’m
going to read all the papers in it. But I never get the time to [read them]. I saved
them all so I can read them later, hopefully, but it’s really hard. — University,
Portugal. 



Although several organisations had worked with either science communication researchers (four
teams) or agencies (six teams) on evaluation projects, only communications leaders
with a Public Engagement in Science background described working with researchers.
They also appeared to have greater awareness of research findings than those with a
corporate communications background and described efforts to keep team members
abreast of research and resources. These included sharing published papers with team
members, sending team members to courses, and organising discussion groups on
evaluation.


At the same time, the communications leaders with experience of working with researchers
mentioned the importance of research being relevant. Research was perceived as sometimes
“covering ground that’s already been covered because of the nature of how people can get projects and do
that work to publish” (Research Institute, UK) or being out of step with the pace of practice e.g. in
the context of AI. 

 
It’s useful to understand what the research shows or what is being researched.
However, in practice, you often need to just get things done. You cannot wait for
something to be fully researched first. — IRO-EMBL. 



This perception that research is not always directly relevant to practice has been identified in
previous studies [Han & Stenhouse, 2015; Scheufele, 2022].


Some of the communications leaders that had taken part in in-depth evaluations described
struggling with the underlying assumptions, methodology and conclusions. This points to
cultural differences between practice and social science-based research: 

 
For someone coming from using animal models and cells, I find that there are
many confounding variables that I am always questioning. I remember the first
times we were building a theory of change, I thought “how can I make sure that
this thing is the one triggering that [effect], because there’s a lot going on in those
people’s lives.”. — Research Institute, Portugal. 



4.6  Researcher-practitioner partnerships and tailored research communication can help
evaluation practice

All the communications leaders we interviewed were interested in and eager to work with
researchers to increase and improve their evaluation practice — and they had several ideas on
how this could be achieved:


Practitioner-researcher matchmaking  Communications leaders would like practitioners to be
supported in discovering and contacting the research community. This was seen as crucial to
facilitating more and better networking opportunities — “a kind of a matchmaking organisation”
(Research Institute, UK) whereby practitioners could know “are there researchers near us? What are
they doing? Where are they, and could they be interested in our work for their studies?” (IRO-CERN), and
“discuss with the science communication [research] teams how we can go forward in this evaluation issue”
(University, Switzerland).
This suggestion connects with recommendations #1 (more and better evaluations) and #4 (capacity
building) in Volk and Schäfer [2024]. The latter was considered a priority by four of the ten
communications leaders in this study, underscoring the importance that the leaders
give to networking opportunities. Knowing researchers would be a stepping-stone for
subsequent partnerships, which were also proposed by the communications leaders we
interviewed.


Embedded partnerships  Communications leaders saw a role for researchers in evaluating their
current communication practice, by helping with “insights about what they [metrics] are not
measuring: is there something that we should consider measuring that we’re not measuring in terms of how
people are changing their thinking?” (University, UK). Some interviewees described an audit,
“internal, like in self-reflection, on what are we doing well and where is there room for improvement?”
(IRO-EMBL) and that researchers could “help to measure the long-term impact” (Research Institute,
Switzerland).
There are many examples of independent external evaluations by science communication
researchers, and they have been identified as a component of the recommendation for more and
better evaluations (Recommendation #1) [Volk & Schäfer, 2024]. This approach gives
researchers the possibility to collect or access data from real-world communication
activities, allowing them to analyse and publish from it [see examples in Volk & Schäfer,
2024]. It would certainly also contribute to fill the lack of evaluation expertise within
communications teams. However, it may place researchers in a position of service providers,
which clashes with the goal of research to contribute to the scientific evidence base for science
communication.


As if to address this clash of goals, several communications leaders highlighted the
importance of embedding researchers in their practice right from the design phase, to
“decide together on the objectives of the project, and therefore how evaluation should be set up. So
that it is also interesting for researchers to use the project in their studies and publications”
(IRO-CERN). If researchers would “work [with practitioners], to know about our projects and
to help [practitioners] better design the way to evaluate them, and then evaluate them [with
practitioners]” (University, Portugal), researchers and practitioners would build the
evaluation of the activity together. In doing so they could also overcome some of the
cultural differences between practice and research brought up in our interviews and
also described in previous studies [Dvorzhitskaia et al., 2024; Peterman et al., 2021].


 
Whenever we had the means to do these more in depth [evaluations], I felt that
we were always explaining the context, because the person was very detached
from the context of those schools, and some of the things being proposed didn’t
make much sense. — Research Institute, Portugal. 



Embedded partnerships must balance an organisation’s promotional goals (guided by a rationale
of self-interest) with dialogic/societal conversation goals (guided by “public good”
rationale) [Entradas et al., 2023; Weingart & Joubert, 2019]. In doing so, they potentially
create a shared meaning of “openness” that could contribute to overcome some of the
concerns expressed by communications leaders around the recommendation to make
the results of evaluations publicly accessible (Recommendation #7) [Volk & Schäfer,
2024].


Working with researchers was described as also legitimising science communication in research
organisations. 

 
I think the science of science communication is very helpful in showing other
scientists that this [science communication] is actually a real topic. If you give it
a name and present it as a scientific topic — “there’s also research on this” — it
becomes more understandable to them — Research Institute, Switzerland. 



Adapt funding modes accordingly  The communications leaders recognised several obstacles to
establishing embedded partnerships. Funding models for science communication do not
foster this type of collaboration at the project-shaping stage: “when you are applying to a
grant, you need to have everything defined, so the shaping was never done in collaboration with
people with this [evaluation] expertise” (Research Institute, Portugal). Furthermore, the two
communities (practitioners and researchers) have different priorities “because researchers want
their own autonomy about what they’re researching and what their focus is, but you’ve got to
focus on the project as well. So it’s a challenge to bring the two together” (Research Institute,
UK).
Therefore, to allow for effective embedded partnerships, a space within communication activities
is necessary, for knowledge exchange and boundary-spanning between practitioners and
researchers [Peterman et al., 2021]. This requires time and resources: two elements that research
organisations and funders can provide, thus meeting the recommendation for greater support
(and demand) for evaluations by funders and organisations (Recommendation #2) by Volk and
Schäfer [2024], which several of the communications leaders we interviewed considered a
priority.


Tailored information of research to practitioners  The communications leaders also proposed
practitioner-targeted sharing of research findings, encompassing frequency and format in a “less is
more” approach. This would address the main obstacle to both carrying out evaluation and
staying informed of scholarly research — time. 

If they gave regular updates about what they’ve worked on and the key findings
in a very, very simple, high-level way: here’s the Top Ten things we learned this
year. Make it really, really simple so that we have somewhere to start with. And
then we can dive in from there. Because realistically, I don’t think anybody has
time, unless it’s really of interest to them. (IRO-EUROfusion) 



Although not mentioned in the interviews, we highlight another aspect of tailoring:
the content itself. The language used in scholarly publications is an obstacle to many
practitioners who do not have a social science background; therefore the Top Ten would
need to be presented as “practitioner summaries”, similar to the lay summaries now
quite widely used by peer-review journals, highlighting the relevance of the research to
practitioners.


5  Conclusion and outlook

This practice insight identifies how several themes around evaluation of science communication
activities cut across different organisations — national and intergovernmental, university and
research institutes — countries and sizes of the communications teams. All interviewed leaders of
communications teams seem to face the same obstacles to carrying out “good” evaluation, which
are also those identified in previous country-specific studies. Research and resources are
considered valuable to achieve “good” evaluation, and communications leaders have
a strong interest in collaborating with researchers for more and rigorously designed
evaluations.


The interviewees made several proposals to bridge the gap with the research community. These
resonate with and extend the recommendations based on Volk and Schäfer’s [2024] research
overview, e.g. researcher-practitioner matchmaking platforms and practitioner-tailored
information. Figure 1 summarises the four proposals, highlighting how implementing these
proposals will require the involvement of research organisations, national and international
funders (including through EU-funded projects), science communication networks and
professional associations.
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Figure 1: Summary of the practice-research interfaces for effective evaluation practice
proposed by the communications leaders we interviewed, shown in the science
communication ecosystem that would enable them. 

Research organisations and funders should make in-depth evaluations a priority, working
with communications teams and researchers to define which projects and activities to
evaluate. They should act on the evaluation outcomes and put in place recognition and
rewards for evaluation of science communication, including for career-progression.
Science communication networks and professional associations should take the lead in
setting up match-making platforms for researchers and practitioners (complementing
the toolkits and guides some of them already produce) and also in providing selected
research briefings that are relevant for practitioners, possibly with the help of generative
AI.


Our findings contribute to the wider debate about the relationship and perceived disconnect
between science communication practice and research, beyond evaluation [Anjos et al., 2021;
Fischer et al., 2024; Jensen & Gerber, 2020; Peterman et al., 2021; Scheufele, 2022]. We argue that in
all areas of science communication, if practitioners are not simply the recipients of research
findings and researchers are embedded partners rather than service providers, science
communication wins overall, both in terms of organisations’ visibility and public engagement in
science.
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