GreenFacts Foundation 2003 Conference -Workshop 1

How should Science be Communicated (and by whom)?

1. Who communicates scientific information? 

Response:

Diverse bodies, e.g. governments, media, NGOs, scientists, international bodies, universities, etc, communicate the information. At the GreenFacts forum (workshop 1), there was a bias towards industry. This meant that there was insufficient participation from the ‘recipients’ of scientific information, but overall the debate was excellent.

2. How well have scientists communicated their information to non-specialists?  

Response:

There was not a lot of direct criticism here although one participant cited an example of “dishonest communication” by Exxon. It was agreed that this type of communication hurts industry’s credibility. 

Prior to the workshop, Prof. Kirsch-Volders argued that, “people want a black and white picture, and it is not always possible”. The workshop discussion underlined this comment. 

There was a comment that it’s sometimes hard to get the message right because people react hysterically at the mention of a crisis (e.g. salmonella in the UK). However, this was not a unanimous viewpoint. (see point 3 below)

Lessons learned:

· Different methods are needed depending on the target audience.
· The educational background of the audience is important, so schools have an important role to play. However, you cannot accept all your audience to be educated to a high level.
· It was noted that scientists are never really satisfied with their work – they want to be sure BEFORE they communicate anything to the public.
3. What are mechanisms to communicate science to a wider public (success stories, bad experiences, lessons learnt)? What new communication solutions do we need? 

Response:

There were many mechanisms discussed but the fundamental point made was that bad news sells, good news does not.  It is hard to get good news into the media – even when it’s there.

Lessons learned:

· Know your target audience – audience assessment is the key

· Keep it simple  - take the example of people speaking in their non-mother tongue – they do keep it simple.

· You must connect with your audience – otherwise you will lose time and opportunities 

· Be honest – accept that uncertainty is almost always there – there are different viewpoints.

· Consider a scientific soap opera to get the message across

· In some cases, people should be alarmed – the question is – “to what extent”, in this case, you must convert “expert disagreement” to “expert uncertainty”.

· there was disagreement here; the front page of the Times (October 16) was cited as it was seen to be spreading uncertainty – and therefore causing problems

· but it was argued that fear can be positive and can be a motivator – industry can bounce back – so TRUST THE PUBLIC WITH UNCERTAINTY

· the audience can make its own decisions

4. In a multi-stakeholder environmental governance structure, how balanced is the communication of scientific information? 

Response:

Bodies like the IPCC
 were given as examples of bodies that presented a balanced view (as it represents the views of several thousand scientists). But the “bad news” theme returned to the debate. The majority of speakers thought that it dominated the arguments in the media - as it sells newspapers. 

Lessons learned:

. 

· People must analyse data and rate what they hear – “they must not swallow information” without thought

· Everyone should beware of manipulation and the use of selective quotes

· The public must check several sources before forming a viewpoint

· There is a need to build a consensus of opinion – not all communication is crisis communication

· An EU tool – “the explanatory memorandum” was discussed, this can help to provide a pertinent summary of information

· Scientists should be willing to take a risk and release information earlier, people need time to adjust to information

The REACH project was discussed, as it aims to communicate accurate information about chemicals in order to benefit public health and the environment. Unfortunately, it was noted, that job losses made the headlines ahead of the balanced discussion, i.e. the concept of risk vs. hazard was introduced, products may be hazardous but not risky. There was also a view expressed that companies could lose their competitiveness by merely entering a debate. 

· It is hard to give a balanced view – “there is no average truth”. 

5. Has the funding of research interfered with its communication? 

Response:

The response was negative, but it was agreed that funding is vital – especially in order to work on the problems of the day.

Lessons learned:

· You only get funding if you identify a problem, so funding depends on uncertainty and …

· … bad news might sell newspapers but it also drives funding (it’s a two-edge sword)

· Scientists are from Mars, the public is from Venus – you must BUILD BRIDGES

� Recognising the problem of potential global climate change, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) established the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988. It is open to all members of the UN and WMO. 
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