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Opening speech WetenschnappsXXL 

By prof. dr Erik van Sebille  

 

Welcome all to this first WetenschnappsXXL. Today is not L, not XL, but XXL. 
We began this program years ago with a series of Wetenschnapps (including 
Schnapps at the end!) where science communication professionals from all 
around Utrecht University could meet and exchange ideas. This grew into a 
WetenschnappsXL meeting in October 2022, where colleagues from other 
universities joined.  
 
And now we’ve grown XXL and have filled up the Academiegebouw here. We’re 
here as a group of communication advisors and other professionals, 
academics, journalists, students and the almost complete team of NEWS and 
board of SciComNL.  
 
A huge thanks go out to everyone who has made this day possible, and in 
particular Stephanie Helfferich, Stephan van Duin, Nieske Vergunst, Sylvia den 
Hengst, Marije Witsenboer, Lisanne Steenbeek, Eline Dondorp and Sune van 
den Berg. 
 
I don’t need to tell you how important science communication is. It’s through 
science communication that academics and society interact. Science 
communication is one of the key ways in which academia has impact. Because 
academics are trusted. 
  
The Rathenau institute reported last year that 86% of all Dutch people rate 
their trust in science a 6 or higher. That for 84%, their trust in science had not 
decreased due to COVID. That in 2021, the Dutch trust scientists more than 
any other profession, with on average a 7.4 out of 10. 
 
The trust that society has in academia is our most valuable asset in science 
communication, it’s what makes us effective. It’s why academics get asked to 
reflect on how society is doing in the media. But we have to treat this trust 
well. As we say in Dutch, “trust comes by foot and goes by horse”. To 
paraphrase our former prime minister: trust is a delicate vase that we have to 
cherish and protect. 
 
But how? I fully agree with our colleague Ionica Smeets from Leiden University, 
who has previously said that it’s surprising that every step of the academic 
workflow has a protocol, except science communication.  
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Academics have codified the way we set up hypotheses, search the literature, 
conduct and analyze experiments and write, review and publish manuscripts. 
But when we then want to communicate about our work, we do that mostly 
based on intuition and experience.  
 
And vice versa, if science communication researchers stay in their own corner 
of academia, they can miss valuable opportunities, for example in making sure 
they spend their time on research questions with practical relevance, and 
getting access to real-world data.  
 
And that is why today’s WetenschnappsXXL is so important. The goal today is 
to connect science communication practice and theory. To make full use of the 
symbiosis between practitioners and researchers, and to jointly work on 
developing and implementing an evidence-base for science communication, 
based on relevant cases and real-world data. To figure out what works and 
what doesn’t. What type of science communication increases trust? And what 
decreases it? 
 
There are two main themes today that I am particularly interested in. One is 
the theme of citizen science and participation. How can we make the best use 
of the dialogue model of science communication, where we treat our publics 
with the same respect and curiosity as they treat academics? 
 
And the other theme is education research, and how lessons learned there 
can be applied to science communication. I work in the Freudenthal Institute 
here in Utrecht, in which educational researchers, science communication 
researchers, and historians and philosophers of science jointly promote the 
scientific literacy of students, citizens and professionals. As such, the Institute's 
mission is to advance the "why, what and how" of formal and informal science 
and mathematics education. 
  
That link between informal science education and science communication is 
underutilized. There is so much experience and expertise in science education 
research, both formal and informal. Design Based Research. Lesson Study 
techniques. Methods to promote Equity, Diversity and Inclusion. Science 
communicators can learn from science educators. And you can do that today! 
 
Here at Utrecht University, we consider science communication to be one of 
the aspects of the broader concept of public engagement, which also includes 
citizen science, stakeholder engagement and co-creation. And public 
engagement is one of the five pillars of our Open Science program.  
 
Like the other pillars, Public Engagement has a group of enthusiastic fellows, 
approximately 50 or so from across the university. Many of us Fellows are 
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attending today. With fifteen of these fellows, we wrote an article in 2022 
where we made the case that you can’t do Open Science without Public 
Engagement.  
 
That Public Engagement is what we called an “essential enabler of Open 
Science”. Public Engagement is the glue between science and society. Only 
when the interaction between academia and society works well can science be 
better aligned with the needs of society, will the quality and impact of science 
increase, will the impact of open access and FAIR data be maximized, and will 
a trustful relationship between academia and society be secured.  
 
It just doesn’t make sense to “do” Open Science without also focusing on 
Public Engagement including science communication. But in order to “do” 
science communication well, we need better Recognition and Rewards 
systems in place. We probably all know enthusiastic and talented colleagues 
who are keen to be more active in science communication, but who simply 
don’t get the time to engage. Whose teaching and research load is so high that 
they refrain from science communication, or – even worse – do it in their own 
time, as a hobby.  
 
Deans and other managers who let this happen should be ashamed. Science 
communication shouldn’t be considered as something nice to do on the side, 
in your own time. Science communication is core to the social contract 
between academia and society, so should be considered a core aspect of the 
job of anyone who wants to. And of course, I know that money is tight and 
work pressure is high, but poorly executed science communication will in the 
long run only worsen our perilous academic situation. 
 
So, I call for all Deans in this country to put in place  a recognition and rewards 
system where all academics who want to engage in science communication 
get the time and training to do so. And not only the professors. We have 
enough superstar scientists. No; especially the PhD candidates, postdocs and 
young academics, of who there are so many more. 
 
I started communicating science when I was a postdoc in Sydney. I enrolled in 
a special training program by the Australian Climate Commission to increase 
the number of “climate voices” in the Australian media. Twelve years ago, the 
media there were so polarized that the few climate professors that were in the 
media were targetly attacked. A situation like we unfortunately have seen here 
too, with covid.  
 
But the solution in Australia was to simply increase the number of academics 
who spoke out. Rather than a few superstar climate communicators, a huge 
group of many, diverse voices. And it worked beautifully. It was like whack-a-
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mole. Climate scientists would pop up everywhere in the media. The climate-
denial industry didn’t know anymore who to attack. The quality of climate 
change reporting improved and climate awareness among Australians 
increased.  
 
Because of this experience in Australia, I’m a strong supporter of coordinated 
and strategic science communication. Rather than aim for a few professors on 
Nieuwsuur, let’s aim to put many researchers, including PhD candidates in 
community centers and public libraries. Strength in numbers! 
 
Colleagues, we have a major task ahead of us. We need to up our game. To 
make science communication more effective, more evidence-based, more 
trustworthy and more recognized and rewarded for many more academics.  
 
But we also need a place to experiment, to test and try. And to train the next 
generation of science communicators. Perhaps a permanent Living Lab for 
Science Communication? Like what we do here, at Wetenschnapps? Would 
that be something for NEWS? 
 
We need all of you and your ideas, talents and networks. Today at 
WetenschnappsXXL, and in the coming years as we further develop our 
science communication across the country.  
 
I wish you a wonderful day! 
 


