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Brief and objectives: 
In January 2017, a budding young scientist called Aisha sent a letter to Professor Tim 
Birkhead at the University of Sheffield. Aisha wanted help with some science and nature 
questions for a competition at her primary school. Tim was keen to help, however Aisha 
forgot to include her address on the letter so he couldn’t reply. We devised a social media 
campaign to find Aisha, to invite her to meet Professor Birkhead and to tell the story of her 
visit as an example of our vital outreach and engagement activities at the University of 
Sheffield. 
 

Rationale behind campaign, including research and planning: 
Our initial campaign objective was simply to use social media to find Aisha and make sure 
her questions were answered. As soon as we’d achieved this, our objectives shifted and 
became much more about communicating the story of Aisha’s engagement with our 
university and creating a meaningful piece of content that shows people the public value and 
community engagement principles of our university. The idea to tell this story felt particularly 
pertinent at a time when the role of “experts” and “academics” has been questioned by 
certain high profile figures in the media - with some suggesting that academia and higher 
education have become part of an out of touch liberal elite. For the first part our campaign 
we focused our research and planning on identifying key social media accounts and 
traditional media outlets that would be able to help us with our search for Aisha. We 
developed targeted lists designed to help us maximise the reach of our tweets and 
Facebook posts so that they might be seen by somebody who knew Aisha. 
 

Strategy and tactics, including the types and variety of social media utilised, 
creativity and innovation: 
We shared information about our search primarily on Facebook and Twitter and received 
support from high profile science and local media communicators such as Professor Brian 
Cox, GrrlScientist and BBC Radio Sheffield. Our social media campaign also piqued the 
interest of traditional media outlets and helped us secure an interview with Professor 
Birkhead live on BBC Radio Sheffield and widely shared pieces on the Metro and Daily Mail 
websites about our search for Aisha. 
 

Implementation of tactics: 
Ultimately we were able to find our budding young scientist after her school teacher 
commented on a post shared on the BBC Radio Sheffield Facebook page. From there we 



arranged for Professor Birkhead and Aisha to be interviewed live on BBC Radio Sheffield, 
during which Tim would invite Aisha and her classmates to our Alfred Denny Museum. At 
this point, we knew that a large audience on social media had been interested in Aisha’s 
letter and our efforts to find her - and we decided to capture her visit to the university to 
provide resolution to the story and to show the value of our outreach and community 
engagement in a more authentic way than we ever could by simply telling people about it.  
To achieve this we decided to produce a social media film that told the full story of her letter, 
our search for her and her visit to the university. We produced multiple versions of the film - 
a 16:9 version for use on Twitter and YouTube and a square format version for Facebook 
based on insight that suggested that 1:1 format content was out-performing traditional video 
formats specifically on that platform. We also produced a version of the film that segmented 
it into a series of 10 second vertical video clips that we could publish to our Snapchat 
account via the pioneering Mish Guru content management system. All versions of the video 
were designed with the platforms in mind and used captions and subtitles to help overcome 
the issue of many users watching video content without sound (at least initially) on their 
social media feeds. We also considered relevant hashtags and launched our video to 
coincide with Women in Science Day so we could reach a wider audience via the awareness 
day hashtags: #WomenInScience #WomenInStem and #WomenInScienceDay. 
 

Measurement and evaluation: 
The initial social media activity to find Aisha helped us find her within 24 hours of our first 
post. As part of this initial activity we were able to reach over 250,000 people on Twitter and 
Facebook to help with our search. The second part of our project saw us share the films 
about Aisha’s visit on Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn and Snapchat. These films 
have been viewed over 40,000 times across all platforms - including over 25,000 views on 
Facebook and 4,500 views of the Snaps and Snapchat. In terms of Twitter, the campaign 
received over 400,000 impressions with over 1,000 RTs and 1,000 likes. On Facebook, the 
content reached 123,351 people with over 2,000 reactions (likes, loves, wows). 
The campaign has also helped the university's outreach team to further develop their 
relationship with Aisha's school which is in one of the most deprived areas of the UK. Our 
'Be a Scientist for the Day' outreach programme for primary school pupils is now fully 
booked for the rest of the year - something the outreach team have attributed to the success 
of Aisha's letter. 
 

Budget and cost effectiveness: 
This story is a great example of how social media can still be used for good - and also of 
how ‘real’ content and well-considered storytelling are still vital for creating social media 
campaigns and content that people want to engage with, share and take to heart. This 
campaign was incredibly organic, simple and inexpensive - the only cost was the £900 we 
paid to our partner video agency to shoot and edit the films. Despite this modest cost we 
were able to reach over half a million people in what has been one of our most popular 
social media campaigns of all time. Ultimately it was a simple but beautiful campaign that 
was executed in a way that allowed us to meet our objectives and tell a fantastic story that 
says so much about the importance of outreach, women in STEM and other crucial 
messages within our sector. Effective use of social media was integral and embedded in 
every part of our campaign - from the work we put in initially to reach as many people as 
possible who might help us find Aisha, right through to the considerations we made when it 
came to producing our content and sharing the story. Fundamentally it was all based on the 
simple tale of a little girl’s letter - but we were able to move quickly and creatively to turn it 
into one of the most powerful, sincere and impactful campaigns we have ever shared from 
our social media channels. 
 


