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A dialogue between science communication PhD
candidates and practitioners

In this session, we had a productive dialogue between the new generation of Dutch
and Belgian science communication researchers - Marie Verstappen (KU Leuven),
Miguel Vissers (University of Antwerp), Elisa Nelissen (KU Leuven), Sofie Verkest
(Ghent University), and Aike Vonk (Utrecht University) - and a group of practitioners -
Nazgol Salamat (Utrecht University), Irina Mak (Utrecht University), and Niels Kerstes
(Utrecht University).

Takeaway quote: “Even science communication researchers don’t have enough time to
communicate their own research.”

Are university press officers really just PR people?

Some PR and marketing techniques can be useful in science communication, as long
as we don't compromise on quality. Don't overpromise: if research is communicated
before solutions are available, it can undermine trust in science. Research is often
simplified, often due to constraints on the form and/or content of a news item,
leading to lost nuances - this is not intentional on the part of the science
communicator. University social media channels can be used as PR platforms, but
they don't have to be. Unlike commercial companies, universities don't have specific
targets to meet, so communication professionals have more freedom.

Can good science communication exist in a competitive context?

In some research organisations, more money is spent on branding and marketing
than on science communication. However, competition can also have positive effects;
for example, ESA and NASA are, in a sense, competitors, while their science
communication is excellent.

Why does research need to be ‘newsworthy’? Does that imply a desire to ‘sell’
something? Or is newsworthiness simply essential to ensure that research reaches a
broad audience?

A significant portion of university communications is not about academic
publications, but about events, funding, appointments etc. This is partially because
publications often reach communication teams too late (“I published this paper
yesterday”). Also, press officers often have more success getting media attention for
research that focuses on current events, so they try to find experts actively working
on relevant research. As a result, finished research may receive less attention.
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Who holds most responsibility in the whole cycle of science communication:
the researcher, the science communication professional or the science
journalist?

It depends! Ideally, there is a good collaboration and responsibility is spread across
many people. It happens more and more (especially in the UK and US) that press
releases are almost directly copied into news articles, making it crucial for press
officers to be mindful of their messaging. While they are not entirely responsible for
this, awareness is important.

Is evidence-based science communication really better than practical
expertise?

Both are important, and ideally, they should complement each other. Experience-
based methods are often more informed and evidence-based than one might
assume: “Gut feeling isn't as random as it seems.”

According to practitioners, not enough research is done on science communication
audiences. However, science communication researchers indicate that it is easier to
study content and producers than the audience itself: “The more research | did, the
harder it got.”



