Public Engagement and
Involvement with Research

Case Study
The Research:

Research in Alan’s lab focusses on developing so called
“oncolytic viruses” to fight cancer. As evolved pathogens, viruses
are exceptional at infecting cells, replicating and spreading to
surrounding cells. In healthy cells, this process causes disease.
Sadly, viruses haven’t evolved to selectively infect cancer cells, so
Alan’s lab studies how viruses interact with healthy cells to cause
disease. By understanding this at the molecular level, the team
can refine the virus and generate “designer viruses” that only infect
cancer cells, where they replicate, producing more virus, eventually
bursting infected cells, spreading thousands of progeny virus to
infect surrounding cancer cells. These “designer viruses” can be
further modified to overexpress anti-cancer medicines, including
immunotherapies or antibodies.

The Engagement:
The key ‘publics’: School age children, general public.
The types of engagement: Informing and educating school

children and the general public about my role as a scientist and the
latest developments in gene therapy.
Alan is a registered STEMNet ambassador and regularly attends
local schools to engage pupils in gene therapy.
db.stemnet.org.uk
Alan has many roles with the British Society for Gene and
Cell Therapy including organising the Society’s Annual Public
Engagement Day. This is a free, one-day interactive event providing
the opportunity to discuss and debate cutting edge research with
scientists, patients, research students and clinicians/nurses, and
to think about the impact that this research has on society and
individuals.
www.bsgct.org
Alan is a keen blogger and regularly writes lay articles for the
BSGCT and educational resources for the American Society of
Gene and Cell Therapy.
www.asgct.org
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Alan has participated in the local After Hours events held at
Techniquest, the UK’s longest-established science centre, for adults
only, taking along his ‘Build a Virus’ activity to engage individuals
with his research. Alan also regularly participates in patient related
events organised by Cancer Research.

The Motivation:
Alan is passionate about the need to engage with the lay
community to convey his science and really enjoys it. “I work in
an area of science which has an enormous impact on today’s
society. Almost everyone you meet has been touched by cancer.
When I discuss using viruses to attack cancer, I’m always struck
by the questions posed, which in turn do inform my research going
forward.”
In today’s funding climate, it is becoming increasingly important to
engage the public with research not only for accountability reasons
but to maximise the impact of research. Moving forward, Alan
wishes to inject direct public/patient involvement into the life cycle
of his future research projects and is keen to access the existing
networks of people keen to get involved in research.

The Professional Development:
Through his engagement work Alan has learnt the importance of
communicating his research in a way which is understandable and
accessible to the general public and young people.
“For me, I find the more exposure that I can give to my research the
better. I feel I have a responsibility to make people understand my
work and allow them the opportunity to properly judge the impact
of my work.”
Alan believes that to undertake quality engaged research, you
must possess good communication skills, be an active listener and
understand your audience and why they have chosen to engage
with you.

The Learning:
Alan has learnt every time he has carried out an engagement
activity. “I find people are genuinely interested in what I do. In
the classroom, children can ask very left field questions which
raise important issues for my research. Patients also ask really
important questions which maintains your focus on making the
outcomes of your research real and of benefit to patients in the
future.”

Alan’s Top tips:
Strip the science back to the basics and find a really good
analogy!”
Alan often compares his complex research to the children’s
film ‘How to Train Your Dragon’.
“At the beginning of the film the dragon comes across as
being destructive and deadly, but one of the characters then
trains the dragon to be a force for great good.”
“It’s very similar to viruses. The viruses we use in their original
form can cause a cough or cold.
“We want to understand how the virus infects cells so we
can engineer or ‘train’ the virus to be a force for good by
identifying and killing cancer cells.”
Watch Alan talk about his research here:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=DDQPpZHZbo0&t=12s
Chat to Alan further about his experiences:
parkeral@cardiff.ac.uk
029 2251 0231

