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Important information

big picture/message
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Journalists 
= LUMPERS

big picture, broad 
implications, general 
summary

Scientists 
= SPLITTERS

details, degrees of 
difference, qualifiers� Accuracy  

Detail



Scientists want to be 
right
(looking for the truth)

Journalists want to 
be read
(looking for a story)



When science hit the headlines …When science hit the headlines …

• Change in emphasis …
• Increase in certainty …
• Change in emphasis …
• 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
Rhodes Journalism Department

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

Professor Guy Berger
Rhodes Journalism Department





Why bother?Why bother?



Global science communication realitiesGlobal science communication realities

• Widening knowledge gap 
• Increasingly skeptical public
• Declining interest from young 

people
• Mass media only way to engage 

and set agendas nationally / 
internationally

• Scientists benefit from media 
profile

• Widening knowledge gap 
• Increasingly skeptical public
• Declining interest from young 

people
• Mass media only way to engage 

and set agendas nationally / 
internationally

• Scientists benefit from media 
profile



Do you agree that science …Do you agree that science …

• 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?

• 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?Why bother?

• Do you work with public funding?
• Are there social or ethical dimensions to 

your research?
• Need to reach funders?
• Need to reach policy makers?
• Do you need to reach other researchers?
• Obligation towards future scientists?
• Are you passionate about what you do?

• Do you work with public funding?
• Are there social or ethical dimensions to 

your research?
• Need to reach funders?
• Need to reach policy makers?
• Do you need to reach other researchers?
• Obligation towards future scientists?
• Are you passionate about what you do?



Why? (collectively)Why? (collectively)
• 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

• 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)Why? (personally)

• Excellent self-test
• New perspective 
• Recognition
• Attract collaborators
• Attract students
• Required by funders
• Money!!!

• Excellent self-test
• New perspective 
• Recognition
• Attract collaborators
• Attract students
• Required by funders
• Money!!!



Why not?Why not?
• Time?
• Not my job?
• Confidence? Fear? 
• Peers? Reputation?
• Misquoted before?
• Discouraging institutional culture?
• Money?

• Time?
• Not my job?
• Confidence? Fear? 
• Peers? Reputation?
• Misquoted before?
• Discouraging institutional culture?
• Money?



New demands on scientistsNew demands on scientists

• Build communication into your research 
plan

• Learn to communicate with the public
• Understand the media and work with 

journalists
• Evaluate, report on and improve your 

communication efforts

• Build communication into your research 
plan

• Learn to communicate with the public
• Understand the media and work with 

journalists
• Evaluate, report on and improve your 

communication efforts



How do scientists 
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– doesn't return phone calls, then complains that you haven't given their 

side of the story.

• Overcooked source
– self conscious, suspicious and alert that the interaction is tasteless and 

bland.
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– 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
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SCIENCE

Science 
writing

Science 
journalism

Science 
PR?


