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Study Overview

Since 2015, the Leshner Leadership Institute (LLI) 
fellowship program has engaged a cohort of 10-15 mid-
career scientists and engineers each year, providing them 
with training, mentoring, and opportunities. The program 
seeks to empower these scientists to lead high-impact 
public engagement and advocate for institutional change 
to further support public engagement by scientists.

Over the years, it has proven difficult to know whether and 
what longer-term impacts result from this year-long, 
supported Fellowship. This retrospective evaluation was 
designed to answer these questions of longer-term 
impact:

• To what extent do immediate outcomes sustain and 
are mid-term outcomes achieved in the year(s) that 
follow the LLI fellowship?

• From the Fellows’ point-of-view, what is the value of 
the Fellowship in adding to their professional lives?

• What qualities or attributes of LLI are most 
instrumental to generating value and impact?

• How do Fellows describe the changes they’ve noticed 
in public response to their post-Fellowship outreach?

Evaluation used a nested, sequential, mixed methods 
approach. This allowed us to benefit from both the in-
depth and nuanced nature of qualitative data, alongside 
quantitative data to more precisely measure the extent of 
the outcomes.

Qualitative Phase: We conducted individual interviews 
with 11 past Fellows, drawing from all five alumni 
cohorts. We used maximum variation sampling to include 
Fellows from diverse settings and experiences to uncover 
the full breadth of reactions, outcomes, and perspectives 
about the program’s value (or lack thereof). Purposeful 
sampling included mix of: home institution types, cohort 
year, gender, and level of ongoing contact with AAAS.

Quantitative Phase: Based on what was learned in the 
qualitative phase, we developed a questionnaire to 
explore the extent to which the outcomes described in 
interviews were present in the population of alumni. 
Using an online survey platform, we used a census 
approach to invite all 67 alumni to respond; in total, 49 
Fellows participated in the survey (73% response rate), 
including even representation from the five past cohorts.
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Key Insights & Implications

LLI has an impact on Fellows in each of the key areas it 
intends – public engagement (PE) work and leadership. 
Moreover, that impact lasts beyond the year of the 
Fellowship, and appears, in many cases, to influence the 
career and leadership trajectories of participants.

Specifically, sustained impact includes Fellows doing 
more and more intentional PE work in ways that do not 
detract from their research responsibilities. They 
experience a higher profile within their institutions, and 
the majority even report that the Fellowship contributed 
to their career advancement. Most centrally to LLI’s 
mission is that Fellows become and remain a voice 
advocating for public engagement.

Looking across the data in this study, it seems evident 
that LLI’s impact derives from a system of experiences, 
skill-building, relationships, and prestige that come at a 
critical career stage for a like-minded group of 
researchers working on a shared sphere of issues. This 
mix appears to enable, motivate, and support most 
Fellows to progress in desired directions.

In their PE work, Fellows talked about the value of the 
hands-on trainings and peer-learning during the initial 
week-long experience at AAAS. The evaluation indicates 
that this led to tangible change in PE practices – the vast 
majority try new formats, and some continue to use those 
new formats. But, most crucially, changes in PE practice 
aren’t only about doing something new; rather, there is 
greater intentionality to PE. Over time, many Fellows find 
their “PE niche,” the right format(s) and strategies for 
their goals.

In this vein, it was encouraging that most Fellows report 
spending more time on PE, and that many report finding 
ways to integrate it within their research. This is a critical 
mix, as the program’s goal is not to shift researchers into 
communications professionals; LLI wants researchers 
who continue with their critical work in science and 
technology, but who have the skills and mindsets to 
integrate engagement with the public into their research 
priorities. The evidence suggests that for many, this is a 
success of LLI.

LLI has successfully impacted Fellows in 
ways that extend beyond the Fellowship year, 
achieving lasting impact on their careers.

LLI leads Fellows to do more PE work, try new 
forms, find their “niche,” and integrate public 
engagement with their research.
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The idea of driving institutional change around PE is 
quite broad and may, for some new Fellows, seem a bit 
overwhelming. One result of this evaluation was arriving 
at an inventory of concrete ways in which Fellows can 
and do make strides toward institutional change. This 
list may be a starting point for new Fellows to think 
about how they can tangibly make strides even without 
(or before) administrations making institution-wide 
change. From setting expectations for advisees, staff, 
and students to coaching colleagues so that they can 
experience the value of doing more effective PE, Fellows 
have shown a wide range of ways to change culture and 
norms around PE.

In addition to the examples and ideas revealed in this 
evaluation, the data also pointed to how critical the 
network development within a cohort is for mutual 
inspiration and motivation. Much of that derives from 
exposure to others’ ideas, examples, and models of 
operationalizing being a PE leader within the daily 
responsibilities of a researcher. The role of cross-
pollination in LLI’s design is an important aspect to 
maintain.

Extremely often in interviews, when alumni were asked 
what was most valuable about LLI, the comments began 
and ended with “our cohort.” There was something 
critically important about the nature of the new 
relationships built in those like-minded, similarly-
disciplined cohorts, which spurred a range of the later 
outcomes that emerged. In addition to the sharing of 
ideas and strategies, the group became – for some – a 
trusted group of colleagues to go to for advice in a wide 
range of career situations. From advice about the tenure 
process to input on a new career opportunity to actively 
collaborating with one another, some Fellows leveraged 
this group.

While there may be new affordances in having groups of 
Fellows from a single institution working together – an 
idea being considered – this study seemed to indicate 
that there is also value from connecting Fellows with 
new views and institutional perspectives to broaden 
their networks and their view of what might be possible 
– for their institutions or for themselves.

Fellows will be among the first to acknowledge that 
achieving institutional change is extremely difficult and 
takes more than one year. But the data indicate that 
Fellows, on the whole, remain motivated to advocate 
and be a voice for change in their organizations. One of 
the strongest responses of how LLI changed their 
leadership behavior was about regularly advocating for 
PE to institutional leaders. This is what a Fellow can 
most control – their actions; but it is important that, 
even facing entrenched mindsets, there is a 
commitment to this internal advocacy work, which is also 
not reserved for special committee service but is part of 
being a day-to-day leader.

Related to this, the data showing that LLI has 
contributed to career advancement and raised the 
profile of Fellows within their organizations can be 
viewed as a tangible indication that investment in PE is 
not detrimental to research careers (as some 
entrenched conventional wisdom might assert). Rather, 
LLI is an example of how, implemented strategically, 
investment in PE can support a long-term career benefit.

Not surprisingly, the study found that fewer Fellows 
reported that their PE work directly shaped or informed 
their research work, compared with the number who felt 
they’d been able to integrate PE with their research 
efforts. The latter is more about balancing time, which is 
also important, rather than directly shaping research. 
There was a clear pattern that those who reported using 
PE to shape research were from earlier cohorts; and 
based on qualitative data, this seems to be influenced 
by what a researcher’s emphasis is. Those working to 
influence climate policy or public health more easily 
found ways for PE to shape their work, given their prior 
focus on relevance to publics.

An opportunity for LLI in its next phases could be to 
more explicitly support and train researchers where 
those connections or uses of PE are less obvious. There 
may be ways to take examples from early success 
stories and help others think about ways that public 
engagement and input could productively advance their 
research or goals around the impact of their work. 

Fellows have demonstrated many ways of 
being a leader who advocates for PE and 
experiences career advancement.

There may be opportunities to help more 
researchers think about how PE can play a 
role in informing their research directions.

The themes from this evaluation could offer a 
concrete “idea bank” to help new Fellows 
envision what PE leadership can look like.

The network created within the cohorts of 
Fellows is at the root of much of the impact 
and value that is experienced.


