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Welcome to this stakeholder engagement event and a special welcome to our guest 

speakers Chloe Sheppard, Jonathan Breckon, Stephen Bediako, Simon Berry and Anna 

Thomas.  

That’s a very impressive line-up and you’re in for a treat  - these are people who really know 

what they’re talking about.  

The Wellcome Trust has been a huge supporter of public engagement, especially in 

supporting the cultural change that is needed from the leadership of universities to academic 

practice on the ground to embed public engagement as part of the research process and not 

a bolt-on.  

The Alliance for Useful Evidence is a tremendously important part of the landscape, 

recognising that public engagement needs particular expertise and its own evidence base to 

be effective.  

The Social Innovation Partnership is a reminder that this is not just a technical challenge but 

a challenge to our values, to look for how our work achieves a social impact, especially how 

it is useful in real, practical terms.  

Cola Life reminds as that this is not about small projects but about change at scale. And 

Action Aid brings it all together with their slogan that this is about changing lives for good.  
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At the end of today you were to hear from Aman Siddiqi, who until a few days ago when his 

term ended was the President of our Students Union here at Middlesex.  

Unfortunately Aman can’t make it and you will get an equally stimulating round-up I’m sure 

from Professor Martin Loomes, who leads University research strategy.  

It’s a pity that Aman can’t be here because his approach to working with me as Vice-

Chancellor is a lesson to us all today. This has been about partnership but it’s been more 

than that: it’s about co-creation. It’s about recognising that staff and students learn and work 

together, all bringing something to the party. 

I addressed this conference a year ago within days of starting as the new Vice-Chancellor of 

our incredible university. And Middlesex is incredible.  

We’re one of the top 150 universities in the world under 50 years old. We’re the highest 

rated modern university in the sector by employers, testament to our great relationships with 

companies and the professions, the relevance of our courses and the skills we give to our 

students.  

All of this is achieved by our staff, students and stakeholders working together, and one of 

our principles as a university is that we can do much more working together than working 

apart. We want to collaborate because that’s how to get things done. 

Brexit 

Now I’ve been part of the Middlesex community for a year. One of the things I’ve learned is 

just how engaged the university is, in London and around the world. One of the most 

rewarding parts of my job has been to be part of that engagement. And so frankly it’s a 

tragedy that we appear about to disengage from the world’s largest economic bloc, the 

European Union.  

Middlesex University brings £300m a year into the Barnet economy, supporting almost 4,000 

jobs. We are very much part of this successful multi-cultural and multi-faith London Borough. 

A big part of our own success is because the UK is a member of the EU. 

Inside the EU, we work collaboratively on ground-breaking research. Half of our research 

income is from EU grants. 15% of our students are from EU countries, spending their money 

in the UK. Among our brightest and best students, they are now telling me they feel the UK 

no longer wants them here. 15% of our academics are from EU countries, bringing talent 

and international networks, and now concerned about their future. 
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There is a danger that by cutting ourselves off we undermine the UK’s position as a global 

leader in higher education, science and innovation.  

If parliament does invoke article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty and we leave the EU, it will be 

essential that the UK government negotiates back the benefits that membership brought to 

our universities: access to research funds and partnerships, access to loans for students 

from EU countries to study here, and access to opportunities for staff and student mobility 

and exchanges. 

At the moment I cannot see where the capacity and capability to undertake these 

negotiations will come from, especially with the government insisting that it is business as 

usual regarding its existing legislative programme, which includes a major higher education 

bill. Even if we do strike the deals that we need for our universities, outside the EU we will 

pay for them but have little say about how they are run and their future priorities. 

Our disconnected society 

One reading of the referendum result is that it was a giant failure of public engagement with 

research since expert opinion was overwhelmingly against Brexit but more than half of 

voters decided to reject that opinion.  

Yet the outcome was more fundamentally about inequality. Low income areas were much 

more strongly pro-Brexit than higher income areas. But the social factor most strongly 

associated with the outcome was having a degree.  In the top 20 Remain areas the 

proportion of residents with a degree is 45% while in the 20 highest Leave areas the 

proportion is just 16%.  

The Brexit vote reflects a deeper disparity in educational opportunities and outcomes. One 

reading of this is that we should have more graduates and I see no reason why that is not a 

good thing.  

At Middlesex we admit students from a diverse range of backgrounds, many first generation 

university students, and graduate them as professionals and enterpreneurs who can make a 

difference.  

Importantly, many who go on to serve their communities in a wide range of roles reflect the 

diversity of those communities, and that’s important because it means they can engage and 

connect.  
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The Brexit vote was a reflection of a profound disconnection in this country and one of the 

missions we now have at Middlesex is to help reconnect and rebuild trust in expertise. 

We can do that with our teaching and we can do that with our research. The Business 

School is already a great example of how we do that with our research, research that is not 

just high quality but engaged, whether how social enterprises can succeed, how young 

entrepreneurs can be supported, or how business can flourish within the constraints of a 

finite planet or tackling low pay. Research that is often very commercial but has a social 

impact.  

My own experience in public engagement dates back to when I was an early career 

academic in Belfast working with community groups on housing and planning issues.  

I remember in my early days in Belfast commenting on the extent of IRA bomb damage in 

the heart of working class communities. That’s not bomb damage I was told, that’s 

redevelopment – improving people’s lives by knocking down their homes and moving them 

somewhere else. Except local people didn’t quite see it that way. 

I went on to co-found a charity that hired planners and architects to work directly with these 

communities to give them a voice on the same professional terms as the agencies they 

found so remote from the reality of their lives. Expertise is needed in our increasingly 

specialised society but the question is whether that expertise can be trusted. 

Part of the answer to this is that expertise is actually addressing what is important to people. 

Something I learned in Belfast was the importance of how an issue is framed. 

Public engagement in research is often talked about in terms of disseminating research 

results – write clearly, talk to the media and so on - or perhaps involvement in collecting data, 

citizen science style.  

Much less is said about how issues come to be framed as research problems in the first 

place. There are many studies about the economic value of immigration for example, but far 

fewer about why so many people in areas like Sunderland see immigration as a threat, why 

when their area has so benefited from EU support and when there are so few immigrants 

this is such a hot topic and they voted to leave the EU. 

I think a challenge for this event today is that when we’re getting better and better at public 

engagement – our impact case studies and pathways to impact, the amount of advice and 
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good practice guidance, and so on – we’re actually seeing a disconnect between experts 

and the public.  

Part of the reason for this is good, as the internet opens up access to knowledge and it’s 

increasingly easy to find things out, and easy too to find that experts don’t all agree. Part of 

the reason, however, is bad because this turn from experts is a breakdown in trust, and a 

breakdown in trust is an invitation to those whose aims are far less noble than ours here 

today to exploit fear and division for their own purposes. 

I hope everyone will learn a lot today. I hope you’ll get new ideas and inspiration. And I hope 

that it’ll equip you to get out there and not just connect with like-minded academics and 

professionals but connect with the hard-to-reach, those who don’t agree with you, those who 

think what you write and say is gobbledegook: these are descriptions that fit a government 

minister in Westminster as much as a factory worker in Sunderland, homeless Roma 

sleeping rough in London underpasses as much as super-wealthy Arabs or Russians in 

Berkeley Square. We need to engage at every level. 

Disconnection and distrust are perhaps the biggest threats we face in the world today. By 

working together to share knowledge, enable understanding and design better futures I hope 

we can do something about that. 

Thank you.   

  


