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WORKING EFFECTIVELY
WITH SCIENTISTS AS
EXPERT SOURCES
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- UNDERSTANDING
WTHE SCIENTIST

*Nature of science
*History of science
*Philosophy of science
sSociology of science

«Science and society studies




THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD
/-\Mﬂke;

Design an experiment/ observations

collect data )

Ask

Form or revise WHY?
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Mass Media

Textbooks

T‘ Policy

Documents,
efc.

. m Mestings._

- Preprints

Source: B Lewenstein, Cornel University




LR
My friends, as a resulf of our experimentation, we have
Jusf lost a dear and valued -:u”eaﬂue.... g

I .
| On the other hand, we have just gained a publication.




Peer-Review

Peer evaluation




‘But this is the simplified version for the general public.”




30 seconds, Prof
and no long words

please!







' Whose story is it
.~ anyway?




To know sclence
IS to love science ... 7?7?77
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Image of scientists?







Draw a
sclentist



















What journalists think of scientists

e Glasses, white coat, chemicals,
specimens

o Strange, dry, boring, weird, absent-
minded, clumsy, intellectual, arrogant,
Inflated ego




What scientists think of journalists

Sensation driven

VA

Dishonest, not trustworthy
Rushed

Confused
Cynical
Lots of coffee, cigarettes and alcohol




A TALE OF TWO
CULTURES?






Sclentists
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Journalists



Journalists
= LUMPERS

big picture, broad
implications, general
summary

Scientists
= SPLITTERS

details, degrees of
difference, qualifiers



Scientists want to be

le]al
(looking for the truth)

Journalists want to
be read
(looking for a story)
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 Change in emphasis ...
e Increase In certainty ...
















“I'm not sure whether bad
health can lead to bad
journalism,
but bad journalism can
certainly lead to bad health.”

Professor Guy Berger

Hnodes Journalisrm Deparirment









nce communication realities
e \Widening knowledge gap
 Increasingly skeptical public
e Declining interest from young

people

 Mass media only way to engage
and set agendas nationally /
Internationally

e Sclentists benefit from media
orofile




Do you agree that science ...

e Impacts our quality/way of life?
Offers only hope to some key issues?
Advances very fast?
Can lead to concerns, even controversy?

Sometimes faces opposition?

Often seems hidden or removed from
“ordinary” people?




Why bother?

- Do you work witn puplic funcding?

12 or etnical dimensions to

- Do you need to reachn otner researcriers?

- QOJJJrlF or towarcds fUiLl
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. Responsibility (duty?)
Accountability (tax payer’s money)
Policy inputs
Ethical and moral dimensions

Barriers between disciplines
Future workforce

Science as culture

Science in a democracy




Why? (personally)

o Excellent self-test
New perspective
Recognition
Attract collaborators

o Attract students
 Required by funders
e Money!!!




e Time?
Not my job?
Confidence? Fear?

Peers? Reputation?
Misquoted before?

Discouraging institutional culture?
Money?




e Build communication into your research
plan

e Learn to communicate with the public

 Understand the media and work with
journalists

e Evaluate, report on and improve your
communication efforts




How do scientists
feel about their
role as
communicators?
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e O out of 10 scientists feel that
the public needs to know
about the ethical and social

Implications of research




e 7/ out of 10 scientists agree that
scientist have a duty to
communicate their work and

Its implications to the broad
public




e 7/ out of 10 scientists agree that
scientists themselves have
the main responsibility  for

engaging the public in this
debate




e About a third of scientists feel
really ill-equipped to talk
about the social or ethical

Implications of their research




e About half would like to spend
more time on public
engagement




Career pressure
Low levels of public science literacy
Public not interested

The media is not interested

The media overly simplifies, dramatises,
distorts science

No Institutional support




Incentives ....

Recognition from employers

Training in dealing with media

Learning from what other scientists have
done

Funding for communication activities
A positive communication environment
(enabling media policy)

« ENJOYMENT




What some scientist say ...

It is still seen as a
negative for a “serious”
scientist to have a high
public profile, and you
pay a price for that
within the scientific
community

Tirn Noakes
Sport Sclence Insiitute, UCT



What some scientist say ...

“The biggest mismatch between
scientists and journalists are
our very different expectations
of what we want to achieve with
the interview.”

Marine turile researchier ai Nelson Mandela Meirogolitain University, Port Elizabein



What some scientist say ...

"Media interaction is a time-
consuming activity which
draws scientist away from the

reason why they are employed
In the first place.”

MRC Scigniisis and ihe Media Report



What some scientist say ...

"The media usually looks for stories
that will sell and therefore targets
‘hot topics' like HIV In SA.

This makes them blind for other
good research in other fields.”

MRC Scigniisis and the Media Report



What some scientist say ...

"The press should not be
allowed to report on oral
Interviews with scientists.
The press should be given
written reports, and any
deviations from the report
should be strongly viewed."

MRC Scientists and ithe Meadia Report



What some scientist say ...

“If a journalist wants to interview
me, | make them sign a contract
that | can sue them Iif they get the
facts wrong. Unless they sign
that, | don't speak to them.”

University of ine Norin Wesi researcher



What some scientist say ...

“If a should allow journalists into my
lab, they will try to close me
down. There is no way | will take
that chance.”

University of ihe Preioria researcher



What some scientist say ...

“I will do anything to avoid a
television interview. | woke
up with a headache this
morning, knowing that |
have to face the camera.”



What some scientist say ...

“| could not believe it when a
major Sunday newspaper
sent their most junior
researcher to interview me
after our team won the
European Union Descartes
Prize. She knew nothing
about astronomy in South
Africa. It felt like an insult.”

Astronarny researcher, University of ine Nortn West



What journalists say ...

Elsape Briis, Die Burger



What journalists say ...

“One of the biggest challenges facing
science reporters Is hearing directly from
scientists exactly what they are doing.
They don’t react to my emails and have a
huge distrust of the media.

Overseas scientists (who don’t even know
me) answer back in 95% of cases. SA
scientists ignore me. They have no idea
how to advance what they do with the help
of the media.”

Elsabe Brits, Die Burger




e Hot chocolate source

— warm, rich, desirable - gives good information, answers phone calls,
W|II|ng to help likes being in the news. A mutually beneficial experience.

e Diet source

— doesn't return phone calls, then complains that you haven't given their
side of the story.

e Qvercooked source

— self conscious, suspicious and alert that the interaction is tasteless and
bland.

- complains loudly that you've misrepresented/made mistakes.

e Blue cheese source

— aka the dropped connection - you can smell something is wrong, they
don't want to take you calls, they can't hear you, they'll call you back ...

— BELINDA BERESFORD




Potential Difficulties




 Different cultures
e SOme common ground
 Need each other
 How to work together?




A good sclerice jourrnzalist ..

- The ability to get information out
of the scientists



 The way they see the world?
Really well prepared

Genuinely interested
Explain purpose ...

Help with the “scientists’ understanding of
the media”




Fecormrmendations ...

Early-career science communication
training for science postgraduates

More focus on science journalism training

Funding schemes for science-media
projects

Science communication “facilitation”
training for university media officers

Research to prove the benefits to
scientists




Oyestions

(

o Should ALL scientists be expected to
communicate with the public?

Are scientists equipped to do this?
Do they get any recognition for It?

Do they get any support?

What needs to change for them to do it
more effectively?




Sclence

journalism

Sclence
Writing

Science
PR?




