
Knowledge is Power  
Adult Audience Preferences for Learning 

and Engagement at a Science Festival 
 

Laura Fogg Rogers 
Research Fellow 
Science Communication Unit 
laura.foggrogers@uwe.ac.uk 
@laurafoggrogers  
 
Co-authors  
Jacquie Bay and Professor Suzanne Purdy 



Lectures vs Dialogue 

What format do adult audiences at 

science festivals prefer, and why? 
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PUS vs PES 
Public Understanding of Science 

Bodmer Report (1985) 

Deficit 

Public Engagement with Science 

House of Lords HMSO (2000) 

Dialogue 

 

Rowe & Frewer (2005) 
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Two-way engagement 

Science for All, British 

Science Association 

(2010) 
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Literacy and Engagement 
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Author 

Cultural 
scientific 
literacy 

Functional 
scientific 
literacy 

True scientific 
literacy 

Laugksch 
(2000) 

Functional 
health literacy 

Interactive 
health 
literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 

Nutbeam 
(2000) 

First order 
Engagement 
 

Second 
order 
engagement 

Third order 
engagement 

Irwin 
(2008) 
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Science festival formats 

Unique 
environment 
combining 
many formats 
Jensen & 
Buckley (2012) 
 
Brain Day 
• Lectures 
• Discussions 
• Community 

Expo 
• Hands-on 

experiments 
• Good day out 
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Brain Day Auckland 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DrVw2COmbgQ#action=share  
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Brain Day Auckland 
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Brain Day Auckland 
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Evaluation 

• 2011, 2012, and 2013 

• Cross-sectional questionnaire 

• Quantitative Rank and Likert 

scale questions 

• Qualitative open response 

questions 

• N = 661 with annual cohorts 

of X = 220.3 SD = 24.6 



Sample characteristics 

• 66% female 

• Ages ranged from 7 to 87 

years 

• 47% aged over 50 years 

• X = 48.5 years SD = 19.3 

years  

 

 

10% 

11% 

22% 

26% 

21% 

9.8% Age of participants 

0-18
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65+
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Sample characteristics 

27% 
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5.8% 

Education level of participants 

High School

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

No response
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No neurological
condition

Carer Has any neurological
condition
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Health of participants 



Which format attracted you to the festival? 

• 77% of the adult audience was most attracted to 
lectures 

• Significantly higher than other formats 
• Regardless of age, gender, ethnicity or education 

• 84% found lectures significantly more useful than 
other formats 
 

• Please cite: Fogg-Rogers, L., Bay, J. and Purdy, S.C. 
(2014). Adult audience preferences for learning and 
engagement at a science festival. Engage Conference 
2014. Bristol, UK. 



Non-formal learning 

Interested in learning (33% of responses) 

 Afflicted with curiosity. Male, age 59, NZ European 
 Acquisition of knowledge and understanding. Female,  

(age not given), European 
 I'm interested in learning. Male, age 16, NZ European 
 I find the lectures very interesting and on topics that I 

haven’t learnt about in previous education. Also think the 
lectures are not only informative but also entertaining. 
Female, age 45, NZ European 

 

Why was this? 
 



Non-formal learning 

Knowledge is power (26% of responses) 

 Knowledge and information increases sense of power i.e. 
decreases sense of helplessness in having a progressive 
incurable disease. Male, age 64, NZ European 

 I am aging and concerned that both my brain and body age 
‘well’! Husband had a stroke so always interested. 
Knowledge is stimulating and power! Female, age 72,  
NZ European 

 



Non-formal learning 

Research and expert opinion (20% of responses) 

 Opportunity to hear lecturers on topics they are passionate 
about and they talk with knowledge and enthusiasm. 
Female, age 54, Asian 

 The quality of speakers/professors available was too good 
an opportunity to miss. I think their research is absolutely 
amazing and fascinating. Female, age 35, Pacific Peoples 

 Because of the variety of choice available, free to the 
public, marvellous opportunity to learn new/latest research 
without cost. Female, age 64, NZ European 

 

 



Non-formal learning 

Career and professional development (16% of responses) 

 Talking to scientists - because I have many options to study 
at uni but not sure which one to take. If I experience it for 
myself I would know what I would be doing at the end of 
the day. Male, (age not given), African 

 I’m a pharmacist and I’m interested in understanding 
diseases and conditions as I’m usually involved in a 
multidisciplinary team. Female, age 37, NZ European. 

 As an occupational therapist I am working with people with 
cognitive decline, so the lectures are very relevant and 
important. Female, age 36, NZ European 

 

 



Non-formal learning 

Engaging in curiosity (5% of responses) 

 I wanted to engage my daughter in curiosity about the 
human brain. Female, age 33, NZ European. 

 Great for children to speak to scientists. Female, age 40,  
NZ European 

 I chose science lab experiments because I think having to 
learn with a hands-on experience is fun but you also learn 
sooo [sic] much. Female, age 13, Asian 

 

 



Limitations 
 Sample? 
 Highly educated audience 
 Not engaging under-represented audiences e.g. Māori 
 Questionnaire doesn’t reach everyone? 

 
 Festival topic of health science may attract an 

already-interested broad audience 
 
 BUT reaching over 3000 people, with thousands 

attending lectures 
 
 

 



Conclusion: temporal engagement? 

Expert Expert Expert 

Publics Publics Publics 

Expert 

Expert 

Lecture Dialogue 
Multi-stakeholder 
participation 
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