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Research on Display: Public Research Exhibitions as Spaces of Possibility for enhancing 

dialogue between Researchers, Policy Makers and Local Communities 

 Current climate of science scepticism and distrust of public policies, requires policy 
makers and researchers to rethink, revitalize, and revision the way they communicate 
with the public 

 Public Interactive Research Exhibitions, inclusive of playful research demonstration 
tools, with their abundance of entry points hold the key to engaging with a wide 
diversity of audiences and stimulating dialogue between an intersectional plurality of 
cultures, age groups, ethnicities and world views 

 Public Research Exhibitions create spaces of possibility for researchers and policy 
makers alike, they can be innovative, dialogic, controversial and playful 

 By designing ways for members of civil society to engage with public research 
exhibitions and the serious play of research demonstration tools, researchers and policy 
makers can harvest local ideas and act as a catalyst for community generation or 
regeneration 

 Such a multi-directional conversation not only heightens the public’s understanding 
of research, but also feeds back into the academic community and sets research in a 
much-needed social and cultural context 

 More institutional and Funder support is needed to establish Public Research 
Exhibitions as impactful and collaborative research outputs 

 

KEY POLICY MESSAGES 
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INTRODUCTION & CONTEXT: 

In view of global challenges such as climate change, 

loss of biodiversity, pandemics and wars, as well as 

new media channels, growing science scepticism, 

and fake news, the burden is on scientists, 

researchers and policy makers to reach out to 

communities, with interactive and engaging 

opportunities for dialog. It is more important than 

ever to find honest and captivating ways to talk 

about research and evidence-based policy making 

including their procedural character, possible 

setbacks, failures and complexities.  

Communication skills in research and science are 

expanding beyond the traditional academic 

outputs of conference and journal papers and into 

the realm of social media platforms, video and 

sound.  Effective communication between 

academics and policy makers plays an important 

role in informing political decision making and 

creating impact for researchers.   

Evidence of the way research has influenced the 

development and/or implementation of policy is a 

powerful way that researchers can demonstrate 

the significance and impact of their work. Similarly, 

to breach the rift between those who create 

policies, and those impacted by them on daily 

basis, it is important for policy makers to find a way 

to engage in a two-way dialogue with local 

communities.   

Effective communication within and outside local 

and national Government leads to better service 

delivery, creates awareness, and earns credibility 

and buy-in from the citizens.  

Global events of the last years, marred by disinformation 

and distrust in public policy and science-based 

recommendations, have highlighted the need for more 

open discussions and more efficient communication 

between researchers, policy makers and the public.  

SUMMARY 

This policy brief advocates for the use of co-creative public research exhibitions, inclusive of playful 

research demonstration tools, to provide a platform and space for enhancing dialogue, and for 

transforming how researchers, policy-makers and members of civil society communicate, interact, 

connect and respond to social and environmental uncertainty. It also aims to provide practical guidance 

on points to be considered when setting up a public research exhibition for communication and 

engagement purposes.  

Interactive public research exhibitions used as 

strategic communication medium, offer diverse 

opportunities for creating a platform where 

interactions can be facilitated in an appropriate, 

play-full and safe space.  
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Research on Display: 

Situated in a designed spatial arrangement, 
exhibitions make their arguments in space. By 
doing so, they create a narrative that is not linear, 
but synchronous and open to perception, offering 
a broad audience with diverse backgrounds and a 
range of knowledge an engaging opportunity to 
dive into a topic. Using material objects of manifold 
origins, composition and character and 
orchestrating them together with exhibition tools 
such as positioning, lighting, graphics, sound and 
colour, exhibitions become three-dimensional 
expressions that create a truly “multi-media” 
experience (even when no media stations are 
involved). 

Communicating research through artful objects 
and playful exhibition tools leads to more clarity 
and new insights. Developing an exhibition 
language together with designers requires 
researchers to constantly rethink their material 
and argument, to frame it in new ways that can be 
understood by non-experts, to be clear and brief. 
When successful, researchers get the benefit of 

seeing and feeling the relevance of their work in a 
new light and even expanding it into new realms 
and new collaborations, thus creating a natural 
intersection of research and policy. As truly 
interactive formats enjoyed by a wide-ranging 
audience, exhibitions can be used for diverse 
reception of social science research projects and 
dissemination of policy intentions. 

 Where every visitor is afforded the opportunity to 
explore the exhibition with their own rhythm and 
in their own preferred order, and to respond in 
their own ways, a safe and appropriate space is 
created for getting to know a community and to 
better understand what inspires, motivates or 
otherwise stimulates individual community 
members. These co-creative and playful curated 
spaces, create an informal atmosphere favouring 
discussion, to propose scientific topics in an 
informal way and in a friendly environment, which 
humanizes research and researchers and could 
shed light on the policy-coining process.

Expanding beyond mere “show and tell” opportunities, public research exhibitions have an intrinsic 
educational value. By challenging the inaccessibility of science, they can influence mind-set change by 
lending their creative vision into the civic decision-making process. Research Exhibitions can add 
meaning to conversations, which can also inspire creativity and problem-solving in others, ideally 
leading to a more responsive and imaginative result. 

Niederer et al, 2006 
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Spaces of Possibility Interactive Exhibition 

Merging a conference and exhibition into a singular event, in 2021 the Marie Skłodowska Curie (MSCA) 

Innovative Training Network RECOMS, put together Spaces of Possibility, an interactive exhibition intended 

to stimulate dialogue and reflection about resilience and resourcefulness of communities in times of social 

and environmental uncertainty. With the goal to put the spotlight on community-driven transformation and 

to inspire the local neighbourhood, as well as policy decision-makers and academia, the exhibition took place 

in the little greenhouse Parckfarm, situated in the Thurn and Taxis park in Brussels (Belgium). 

The event put the spotlight on community-driven transformations, which offered a lens to examine spaces of 

possibility. Through stories and examples shared by many of the researchers involved in RECOMS, the 

exhibition offered glimpses of both achievements and losses, and embraced what we, as society have, while 

underlining what is still needed. The content presented in this exhibition could only paint a fraction of the 

picture, while the rest was in the visitor.  

The aim of Spaces of Possibility was to reach a wide range of visitors: researchers, planning-practitioners, 

community-builders, policymakers, local inhabitants as well as the incidental passer-by. Rather than 

producing a sequencing story, the Spaces of Possibility was a collection of objects and installations, each 

designed to trigger a different sense and communicate its’ story in its’ own way. This abundance of entry 

points into the exhibition was essential to engage with all target audiences. 

Since Spaces of Possibility put the spotlight on community-driven transformations, the team opted for an 

exhibition that, contrary to many traditional research outputs such as papers and books, would grow 

throughout the event. The stories on resilience and resourcefulness that were collected across the globe and 

showcased in Brussels were merely ‘half the story’. Spaces of Possibility was an open canvas for local 

inhabitants to share their aspirations for the neighbourhood, the city and the word.   
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Show or Tell: Challenges in putting together a research exhibition 

 Creative Clashes

The design of an exhibition is a highly creative 

process that is inherently erratic and fickle. It can be 

the inverse of a research process that is -in many 

cases- planned consistently and highly 

methodologically. Often researchers from different 

countries and disciplines have different 

understanding of what an exhibition can be or what 

could be achieved through it; 

 Standardising Creativity

Even more than the aesthetic, the educational 

value of an exhibition is highly dependent on the 

quality of its execution—i.e., exhibitions tend to be 

criticized when they are poorly designed or reflect 

low academic standards. However, creating 

standardized protocols for research exhibitions is 

also not feasible or desirable, due to the diversity of 

possible outputs and interactions; 

 Replicability

Research exhibitions can be closely tied to their 

context. If aiming for an international audience, 

artists, curators and researchers need to consider 

which images or objects, might not lend themselves 

to translation and if they will bear the same meaning 

across cultures (and indeed, whether or not this is 

problematic or part of their value); 

 Negotiation

For administrators and curators, it can be a 

challenge to advocate and create opportunities for 

artists and researchers to collaborate, while 

alongside negotiating government or institutional 

bureaucracies, regulations, and budgetary and 

other constraints, as well as community 

expectations; 

 Spontaniety

While research exhibitions lend themselves as a 

natural platforms where researchers, policy 

practitioners and communities can meet, exchange 

views, create meaning, and engage in a dialogue, the 

involvement of scientists and policy-makers must not 

be allowed to undermine the spontaneity of the 

interaction among non-experts; 

Afterlife 

Afterlife of the exhibition: Displays can create 

bulky and voluminous waste. When designing an 

exhibition it is prudent to keep in mind the 

compostability or possible second life of the 

objects. 
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Practical Guidance on setting up Research Exhibitions 

In order to investigate whether the exhibition is an appropriate medium of communication 

for a particular piece of research, and which form it might have, exhibitors may find it helpful 

to consider the following questions: 

What can the research exhibition contribute to the communication of research outcomes, 

i.e. why is it needed?

What are the core research messages to be communicated and how can the research 

exhibition achieve unambiguous communication of these? 

Is the proposed design sufficiently engaging and accessible to a full range of/ the primary 

target audience? 

How might the exhibition – or supporting props within it – be made more playful, including 

as a means of attracting intergenerational attention and interest? 

Collaborations and exchanges between curators, designers, organisers and researchers are 

key to a successful exhibition and herein lies the added value of exhibitions for research. The 

input of each actor propels the researcher’s entry to the exhibition to the next level. Most 

notably the many eyes and ears help to fine-tune the story and, as a researcher goes through 

the rattles of an exhibition design, their communication skills are polished.  

Exhibitions deliver their message using a mixture of “visual” and “verbal” means. While using 

an array of verbal materials is a straightforward way to bring context to a research exhibition, 

it is also possible to conceive the communication of a research exhibition using visual, non-

verbal methods. In order to deliver a coherent message, an exhibition team may wish to 

experiment with developing a visual and/or sensory language by using semantics, and 

theories and mechanisms of pattern recognition to create a contextually meaningful 

sequence of signs. Constructing a “visual grammar” can provide the audience with cues on 

how to interpret the material objects within an exhibition. This can allow for a richer 

communication, especially of aspects where verbalisation is not sufficient for complete 

understanding, and where better communication could be achieved through empathy based 

on direct experience 

Different exhibitions implement different approaches to communication and community 

engagement. Each mechanism has different contextually relevant goals and objectives. 

However, creating a coherent visual language has the potential to reduce confusion, tensions 
and conflict within and between communities, through consistency of messaging, consistency 

of language and cultural interpretation. 
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The New European Bauhaus Mobile Fair and Exhibition 

The New European Bauhaus Festival, organised by the European Commission, took place in Brussels 9 to 

12 June 2022 as a hybrid event. The Festival brought together people from all walks of life to debate and 

shape the future. A future that is sustainable, inclusive and beautiful. The Festival brought the European 

Green Deal to the heart of the daily lives of the citizens of Brussels, and showcased sustainability research 

from across the continent.  

The Mobile Fair was the part of the NEB festival designed to shorten the distance and to bring the 

exhibitions and showcase current projects and products that embody the values and principles of the New 

European Bauhaus directly to the citizens and guests of Brussels. 100 projects were selected to be 

displayed both on fixed and mobile supports (from e-bikes to electrical tuk-tuks) scattered across the 

Brussels city centre. Over four days, the NEB Mobile Fair moved to four different squares in central 

Brussels, offering opportunities to meet, interact and exchange ideas, bringing together different actors 

from young artists to entrepreneurs, innovators to teachers, architects, students and inventors. The event 

gave a platform to exchange views and debate topics relating to sustainability, from climate goals, to 

circularity, zero pollution, and biodiversity aesthetics, from valuing diversity, to securing accessibility and 

affordability. The event was well attended by the public, attracting more than 50 000 visitors across it’s 

events, and succeeded in adding a cultural dimension to the Green Deal by bringing it to the heart of their 

daily lives.  

The RECOMS project took part in the mobile exhibition with selected exhibition pieces targeted at 

attracting a diverse audience. Through the use of playful props and interactive installations, such as story 

cubes, artists-supported storytelling workshops and collaborative games, the project’s stall put the 

spotlight on inclusive means of attracting and engaging with intergenerational audiences and members of 

civil society with limited or no command of English.  
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Implications 
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Establishing interactive research exhibitions as a social practice, can create a uniquely accessible platform for 

dialogue and advocacy messaging between researchers, practitioners, policy advisors and local communities. 

With institutional and funders’ support, exhibitions have the potential to become not just disseminators of 

knowledge in a limited one-way system, but actually become generators of knowledge. They do not just talk 

'at’ visitors about research and policy, but invite visitors to talk back. Such a multi-directional conversation 

not only heightens the public’s understanding of research, but also feeds back into the academic community 

and sets research in a much-needed social and cultural context, while enhancing the likelihood for more 

innovative and appropriate tools for interaction and communication to be created. 

https://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/theses/267

