Beltane Annual Gathering 2013: Experiences and Outcomes
1.0

Background

The Beltane Annual Gathering is an event which takes place once a year. The biggest networking
occasion in our calendar, the Gathering is an opportunity to celebrate the achievements of the
Beltane community and to seek thoughts on what the Beltane core team should work on in the
year to come. The event takes place in a non-university location which varies each year; each
event is themed.
The Gathering is free-to-attend for staff and students from Beltane Network universities
(University of Edinburgh; Heriot-Watt University; Edinburgh Napier University; Queen
Margaret University) and for people who work with Beltane Network universities (for example,
people working on community projects, or in museums or the Scottish Government). The target
audience for the event is primarily inward-looking: we seek to boost relationships between
members of the existing, self-identifying Beltane community, rather than strive to broker new
links with external organisations. New potential partner organisations are introduced elsewhere
in the Beltane calendar (at Breakfast and Twilight events, for example). The inward-looking
focus of the Annual Gathering is in keeping with Beltane’s mission to change the culture of
public engagement in its partner universities.

2.0

2013 Gathering

The 2013 Beltane Annual Gathering took place on the afternoon and evening of 11th June at
Summerhall, Edinburgh. Summerhall (http://www.summerhall.co.uk) is a former university
veterinary school which started being used as an arts venue in 2012. The 2013 Gathering theme –
‘culture meets science’ – reflected the venue’s history.
2.1
Purpose
The aims of the Gathering were to celebrate the good quality public engagement already
undertaken by researchers at Beltane partner institutions, and to inspire future high quality
engagement.
To achieve our aims, we instructed attendees to:
 Discover: Find out about public engagement that has already taken place.
 Discuss: Speak with others about approaches to and issues in public engagement.
 Decide: Identify one action that they will take after the event.
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2.2

Programme

The Gathering had three main components:
 Beltane Advisory Group: early afternoon; small meeting of invited members.
 ‘Mini-Hack’: late afternoon; collaborative work to generate content for the Beltane
website; open to all.
 Main event: early evening; food, drink and structured networking and discussion; open to
all. The main event had two key components:
o Bazaar: Stalls around the room displaying examples of good quality public
engagement.
o Discussion: Small-group discussions on the themes ‘Making a Difference’,
‘Involving Undergraduates’, ‘Social Media’, ‘Your Career’ and ‘Making Sure it’s
Good’.
2.3
Attendance
116 people registered to attend the main evening event, with in excess of 80 showing on the day.
This was an improvement on the figures for the 2011 Annual Gathering (there was no Gathering
in 2012), where 72 people registered to attend and around 50 attended. Overall, we were very
pleased with the evening turnout.
There was a considerable drop-out for the afternoon Mini-Hack event – fewer than 20 people
attended out of 49 registered. Potential causes of this which we have identified are: people did
not appreciate what the Mini-Hack was when first registering; other commitments came up (the
Mini-Hack was during the working day); the Mini-Hack required more work from participants
than the main Gathering event. We would do a Mini-Hack event again, but would be clearer in
the initial advertising about the commitment involved.

3.0

Gathering Outcomes

Overall, we felt we achieved what we set out to do. The event largely had the impact we desired,
and was mostly positively received by its audience.
3.1

Results of Individual Evaluations

We sent out an electronic survey (Survey Monkey) after the Gathering, which received 40
responses. We asked people to evaluate the different event components, the practical
arrangements, and what (if anything) they had gained from the event.
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Figure 1: Attendee Evaluation of the Key Event Components
As figure 1 shows, the majority of people found the Gathering to be a good networking
opportunity; there was a negative response from only one person, who found the networking
opportunities to be ‘irrelevant’. Separately, we asked people what they liked most about the
event, and a number cited the networking opportunities as an example:
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What did you like most about the event?
“The ice cream cone, obviously. A close second, was the opportunity to meet so many people
involved in public engagement in Edinburgh at one event, and to have a chance to chat to
them in an informal setting was great.”
“Networking with like-minded people, finding out new things that people are doing.”
“* meeting people * getting advice and information”
“Relaxed atmosphere and the way it was structured with the stickers etc - it really helped
people make the effort to look and move around and speak to everyone.”
Figure 2: Positive Response to Networking O pportunities
As shown by figure 1, the Bazaar element of the event was better received than the discussion
sessions. We were not suprised to receive this feedback: the Bazaar session ran over time,
meaning the discussion sessions ended up being rushed. For a similar future event, we would
need to either scale back our ambitions, or extend the event length by at least 30 minutes, from
90 minutes to 2 hours.
While more successful than the discussion sessions, the Bazaar was also not without its problem:
some people found it too busy, and some stallholders felt it restricted how much they could
benefit from the event (figure 3).
On being asked how the event could have been improved:
“I would have preferred not to man a bazaar stand as I felt it really limited my participation
in the event itself.”
“I was presenting in the bazaar so couldn't talk to other bazaar contributors. But short of
either cloning me, extending evening or allowing time travel there isn't a sensible way
around this.”
“The ten minute Bazaar sessions were too short to explain and discuss everything the
visitors wanted to know.”
“More people manning the Bazaar tables to talk to the rest of us. You had to be really quite
pushy to get a chance to speak to the organisations/people of your choice.”
Figure 3: Suggestions to Improve the Bazaar
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As shown in figure 4, people seemed largely happy with the practical aspects of the event – no
one rated anything as ‘poor’.

Figure 4: Attendee Evaluation of Practical Aspects of the Event
June 2013 was the first time we had used Summerhall, and the venue was quite new at this point,
so there were some aspects that did not go smoothly; these are discussed further in section 4,
below. Fortunately, where things did not go well, this does not seem to have had a big impact on
the attendees.
While our audience’s perception of the event was important to us, the crucial thing for Beltane is
the impact the Gathering had on people; happily, this impact was largely what we desired. As
shown in figure 5, the majority of people rated the Gathering positively on five out of six of our
impact criteria. Slightly under half of our audience made contact with a Beltane Fellow,
indicating that more needs to be done to make the cohort of Fellows visible at future similar
events. Networking, inspiration and the celebration of public engagement were the areas where
the event appeared to perform best.
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Figure 5: Impact of the Gathering on its Audience
We asked our audience to tell us one thing related to public engagement that they would do in
the week following the Gathering. We knew that not all of these intended actions would have
originated at our event, but we still felt this question was a useful way to assess whether the
event had motivated people with respect to their public engagement activities. Some of the
responses we received are given in figure 6.
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Please share with us the one thing you plan to do next week regarding public engagement.
“Sort out personal twitter account for work-related networking, and improve our research
group's twitter presence!”
“Plan an event (ideally at InSpace) related to biodiversity.”
“Contact Bright Club about future collaborations.”
“Email at least three of the contacts made re how we could collaborate on projects.”
“Follow up on contacts made - and less than 24 hours later, I already have set up a meeting
with one of them :)”
“Transfer several of the engagement ideas to our own Awayday in July - and in future events I
plan.”
“I will be in touch with ACSUS and one or two others to acquaint them better with my work and
how we might benefit one another.”
“Volunteers/interns it's a must”
“start a new blog to feature my ideas which I can't develop fully (for time and finance reasons)
but think that someone should pick up.”
Figure 6: Actions Attendees Planned to Take Following the Event
3.2

Direction for Beltane in 2013-14

The Gathering’s group discussions had two purposes: to help attendees decided what action to
take regarding public engagement, and to inform the Beltane core team’s work for the coming
year and beyond. The group discussions addressed five topics – ‘Making a Difference’,
‘Involving Undergraduates’, ‘Social Media’, ‘Your Career’ and ‘Making Sure it’s Good’ – and
suggested action was needed to address the following:
 How to approach the issue of ownership in relation to outputs of engagement activities.
(For example, when stories are collected from a community, who decides where they get
published?)
 How to ensure there is an appropriate legacy beyond the end of the project for the
communities who engage with us.
 How to involving undergraduates in engagement activities through, for example,
widening participation workshops, volunteering awards, and inter-society collaboration.
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How to use social media appropriately for engagement. (Is it a fit for the audience? Does
it still allow us to communicate the right message? Is it worth the time? Should we use
personal and/or private accounts?)
How to ensure that PhD supervisors and line managers value the engagement done by
doctoral and early-career researchers.

In our electronic evaluation, we asked attendees what themes they would like to see addressed at
our 2013-14 networking events. Topics which came up repeatedly or which struck Beltane as
especially timely were:
 Impact: measuring it, evaluating it, and how to achieve the most with the least money.
 Community engagement: reaching new or different audiences that require researchers to
move out of their comfort zone; using community spaces; social responsibility.
 Funding for public engagement.
 Homecoming Scotland in 2014.
 Digital engagement.
 Capacity building: encouraging more researchers to engage.
Beltane is addressing several of these topics through its 2013-14 networking programme. Beltane
Breakfasts and Twilights have or will address digital engagement, Homecoming Scotland,
engaging with young adult audiences, and evaluation and recording. The 2014 Annual Gathering
will be on the theme of ‘Participatory Engagement’ and, in preparation for this, we will run a
blogging/vlogging development programme from Easter 2014 onwards.
3.3

Resources Created by the Mini-Hack

The Mini-Hack generated content and feedback which has been used to improve the Beltane
website, www.beltanenetwork.org. Examples include a webpages giving the details of key
contacts at useful organisations (http://www.beltanenetwork.org/opportunities/collaborationopportunities/), and improvement of the way opportunities display on the website
(http://www.beltanenetwork.org/opportunities/calendar/). This work was undertaken by Beltane
summer interns Maggie Sloan and Jakov Smelkin, who also helped run the Hack.

4.0

Summerhall as a Venue

We felt Summerhall worked well as a venue. The retention of most of the old vet school features
(down to the winch for autopsying heavy animals!) makes the site atmospheric, and there is a
great variety of rooms on offer, from small nooks for intimate meetings to a cinema and large
exhibition spaces. The standard cost of venue hire is not much cheaper than some of Edinburgh’s
other main venues, but we seemed to get a better price by having an event on a less popular day
(a Tuesday). Summerhall’s events team and technicians were great to work with.
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4.1

Rooms

Beltane used three rooms which were adjacent to one another:
 Dissection Room for main evening event: easily accommodated 100 people; L-shaped
with balcony, lighting rig, sound desk, and a large, blank wall onto which we could
project images.
 Histology Lab for Mini-Hack: lab benches and multiple plug sockets. Comfortably
accommodated twenty people.
 Courtyard Gallery for Advisory Group: chairs; noise travelled from Dissection Room and
stairwell.
Included in the cost of room hire were front-of-house staff and basic technical support.
4.2

Catering

Summerhall’s on-site bar and café both serve homemade, good quality food and drink, with beer
brewed on-site. The café did not accept reservations when we asked. The bar is a series of
connecting rooms, some of which can be reserved, making it good for small get-togethers but not
ideal for bringing together a large group. When we have visited the bar during the daytime,
background noise has been minimal.
For the Gathering, we had catering served in the rooms of the events. The quality was excellent,
but there were problems with timing. Our impression was that the venue was not used to working
to such a rigid timetable, so it is likely that any issues have been ironed out as experience has
been gained. Catering staff were very friendly and helpful.

5.0

Conclusion

We feel that Summerhall was a successful choice of venue of the Beltane Annual Gathering; we
would encourage others to use it for informal events. The unusual, flexible spaces and general
creative feel are the venue’s key attractions.
We were especially pleased with the success of the Bazaar element of the 2013 Beltane Annual
Gathering, and hope to replicate this at other events. However, this and other parts of the
Gathering felt pressured in terms of time. In future, the challenge for us will be to maintain the
momentum of the event while ensuring participants do not feel rushed.
The discussions from the Gathering itself and the comments we received in the post-event
evaluation are informing Beltane’s work in 2013-14, especially the informal networking events
where we encourage participants to share their knowledge.
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