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Integrating science communication and intersectoral 
collaboration within a civic university framework



UHasselt – The civic DNA

1970s

Industrial collapse

Our region faced severe economic
decline

Citizens and entrepreneurs did not
wait for rescue – they founded a 
university

“Founded not for prestige – for people”



UHasselt – The civic DNA

1970s

Industrial collapse

Our region faced severe economic
decline

Citizens and entrepreneurs did not
wait for rescue – they founded a 
university

Today

“Founded not for prestige – for people”

Core principle

Knowledge entails the 
responsibility to engage and 
contribute to society

Doctoral vision

PhD candidates are not just 
specialised researchers – they are 
pivotal agents of regional & 
international innovation



The landscape we navigate

Traditional 
academia

▪ Depth over breadth
▪ Specialised 

expertise

▪ Peer-reviewed 
output

▪ The ivory tower 
ideal

The wider labour 
market

▪ Transferable 
competencies

▪ Cross-sector 
mobility

▪ Societal impact & 
relevance

▪ Diverse career 
paths

Parity of 

esteem?

THE KEY: Training early career researchers (ECR) to become ‘bilingual’ –
fluent in deep research AND in translating that research for society



Mechanism 1 – Let’s Talk Science!

Flemish universities pool expertise to equip early career researchers with a science 
communication toolkit

https://www.letstalkscience.be/



Mechanism 1 – Let’s Talk Science!

Narrative 
techniques

Structuring complex 
research into 

compelling stories 
that resonate across 

audiences – from 
school children to 

ministers

Media 
training

Press interviews, science 
journalism and the art 
of answering difficult 

questions without 
compromising

Public 
engagement

Reaching different 
publics, policymakers 
and communities far 
beyond the academic 

lecture hall

Flemish universities pool expertise to equip early career researchers with a science 
communication toolkit

Making research accessible so it can actively contribute to global goals –
ECRs learn to translate technical findings into actionable societal contributions

https://www.letstalkscience.be/



Mechanism 2 – Pitch like a pro

Prepare

Tailoring 
research 
findings 
into a 3-
minute 
pitch

Deliver

Present to a 
real 

business 
audience 
hosted by 

VOKA

Dialogue

Relevance, 
questions, 

real 
feedback

Recognise

Building 
trust and 

visibility in 
the labour 

market

Early career researchers pitch their findings directly to business leaders from Flanders’ 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (VOKA)

Equip

Intensive 
workshop 
on value 

messaging 
and 

investor 
clarity



Mechanism 2 – Pitch like a pro

VALUE MESSAGING

Investor-focused 
framing over raw 

facts

IMPACTFUL 
DELIVERY

Structure, confidence, 
and control

AUDIENCE DESIGN

Simple, decision-
focused slides

TWO-WAY TRUST

Connecting 
entrepreneurs with 

academic talent

CAREER AGILITY

Translation of 
research, not 

commercialisation

What it achieves



Let’s open the debate: The three tensions

1. Research excellence vs. SciComm

Should all ECRs be expected to be skilled public 
communicators? Or does this risk reducing the doctorate 
to a communication excercise?

2. Trust in crisis

What if ECRs are not believed by the public? How do we 
equip them to maintain authority in a sceptical, polarised 
landscape?

3. Career guidance vs. independence

To what extent should universities actively prepare 
researchers for a non-academic career? Is guidance 
empowerment – or a subtle form of pressure?

Join the 
debate via 
slido.com

#3399 086
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