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Context …

2012 Ottawa march by scientists concerned about 
Conservative government’s science-related 

policies and communication limits

Bruce Campion-Smith / Toronto Star / Getty Images

2017 March for Science by scientists concerned 
about American government science policies, as 

well as broader related to science in society

Lisa Cummings for Vice

But … we don’t know much about what 
Canadian scientists are doing or 
thinking about public engagement …



The survey …
• 15-25 minutes
• N = 1,142 (17% response rate)
• Dec. 2017-Jan. 2018

Sections on …
• Engagement behavior
• Views about goals/ 

objectives/tactics
• Demographics
• Confidential (MSU IRB) 



The sample …

• Average age: 52
• Identifies male: 71%
• Identifies white: 81%
• Identifies liberal: 81%
• Communication training: 55%
• Career level-Senior: 58%
• Impact-Relatively High: 62% 

N = ~1,142

• Biology/Medical: 47%
• Engineering: 20%
• Computer science/Math: 16
• Physics astronomy: 11%
• Geosciences: 9%
• Chemistry: 8%
• Social/Behavourial: 4%
• Other: 5%



Past engagement …

N = ~1,142



Past engagement …

N = ~1,142



Willingness to engage …

N = ~1,142

• Lots of future willingness 
for F2F, policy, and mediated 
engagement

• Less willingness for online 
and protest channels



Attitudes towards expected engagement audiences …

*Not included in scale
Strongly disagree (1) – Strongly agree (7)



Strongly disagree (1) – Strongly agree (7)

Beliefs about …

Engagement Norms Engagement-related Efficacy



Beliefs about Engagement Norms and Efficacy

Strongly disagree (1) – Strongly agree (7)



Scientists’ long-term engagement goals

Very low importance (0) – Very high importance (100)



Scientists’ long-term engagement goals

Very low importance (0) – Very high importance (100)



Scientists’ immediate engagement objectives

Very low importance (0) – Very high importance (100)



Willingness to use engagement tactics …

Strongly disagree (1) – Strongly agree (7)



Willingness to use engagement tactics …

Strongly disagree (1) – Strongly agree (7)

Supplementary modeling shows that …
• Efficacy beliefs are the key 

predictors of tactic willingness
• Ethical and normative beliefs 

sometimes important predictors
• Demographics don’t really matter



Summary …
Canadian scientists … 

• Want to engage
• Think colleagues want to engage
• See engagement as effective
• Face-to face better than protest
• Highest rated goals are policy related 
• Open to a range of objectives and tactics

Canadian 
Museum of Nature
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COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Ask 

ScientistsQuestions

PRACTICAL ISSUES AND ETHICAL PITFALS WHEN THE PUBLIC, 

THE MEDIA  AND POLICY-MAKERS…



Past engagement …

N = ~1,142



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

I WANT TO DO MORE 
SCIENCE COMMUNICATION MEDIA TRAINING



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

MEDIA TRAININGSCIENCE COMMUNICATION

ANSWER THE QUESTION…
AS CLEARLY AS POSSIBLE

ANSWER THE QUESTION… 
YOU WISH YOU WERE ASKED

INSTEAD OF THE QUESTION ASKED 

DIFFERENT
GOALS

COMMUNICATIN
G

SCIENCE

COMMUNICATING
THE MISSION OF THE ORGANIZATION 

&
MAINTAINING 

THE REPUTATION OF THE 
ORGANIZATION



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Asking

Questions
PART TWO: QUESTIONABLE QUESTIONS



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

HUMANS ARE NOT VERY GOOD 
AT ASKING QUESTIONS

1. WE DON’T WANT TO LOOK DUMB

So we ask something else and hope the person we are 

speaking accidentally delivers the information we desire 

Some reasons include:

2. WE DON’T WANT TO BE RUDE



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

WHEN SOMEBODY ASKS… …WHAT THEY MEAN 

IS…

…OR MORE 

ACCURATELY…

IN BARDACH POLICY SPEAK: WHAT PROBLEM ARE YOU SOLVING?



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Too often when we get asked a question, especially on a topic we’re 

passionate about, our answer comes out as a flood of information.

JUST SAY NO TO 

NIAGARA FALLSX



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

JUST SAY NO TO 

NIAGARA FALLSX
WHEN SOMEONE ASKS THE FIRST QUESTION

STOP

REPHRASE THE QUESTION BACK TO THEM TO MAKE SURE YOU KNOW 

WHAT THEY ARE ASKING



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

WHOA THERE…!

WHAT ABOUT THE BELOVED 

ELEVATOR PITCH?



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Asking

Questions
PART THREE: THE 

AUDIENCE



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

WHO IS YOUR AUDIENCE?

Subject experts

Scientists from another field

Non-scientists

Journalists

Policy-makers

Politicians

Children



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

We agree/disagree on X & Y. Read my papers.

Your field could answer X. Shall we collaborate?

Science knows X & Y. Facts not snake oil.

Report on my work. I’m a fair, reliable source.

Consider my research when you make policies.

More funding for my problem-solving research.

Science is fun, yippee!

WHO IS YOUR AUDIENCE?

Subject experts

Scientists from another field

Non-scientists

Journalists

Policy-makers

Politicians

Children

ONE ELEVATOR PITCH IS NOT GOING TO SUFFICE

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO TELL 

THEM



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

FOR THE RECORD

I DON’T WANT TO 

ERADICATE THE

ELEVATOR PITCH

USE IN MODERATION

DON’T LOSE SIGHT OF YOUR 

AUDIENCE

BUT



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

• 2-5 YEARS Time to acquire & analyze data for a paper (bad luck)

• 2-5 MONTHS Time to acquire & analyze data for a paper (good luck)

• 2-5 WEEKS Time it takes to write a scientific paper

• 2-5 DAYS Time take by a science journalist working for a monthly or weekly 

magazine/podcast/show to put together a story about your paper

• 2-5 HOURS Time taken by a science journalist working in daily news (newspaper, 

radio, TV) to put together a story about your paper

• 20-50 MINS Time taken by a science journalist to interview you about your paper

• 20-50 SECS Time take by an editor to decide whether they will produce a report on 

that article

YOUR AUDIENCE AND THEIR NEEDS: A SHORT CASE STUDY ON TIME



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Ask You

Questions

SO IF YOU WANT A JOURNALIST TO 

CALL OR EMAIL THEM BACK… 

IMMEDIATELY

…and if you must wait for PR approval, 

do some prodding from within…



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

1. LET’S NOT CONFLATE SCIENCE COMMUNICATION & MEDIA TRAINING

1. MAKE SURE YOU REALLY KNOW WHAT IS BEING ASKED >> RISKY Qs

1. THINK ABOUT YOUR AUDIENCE >> ELEVATOR PITCHES IN 

MODERATION

In Summary



COMMUNICATION CULTURE
SCIENTISTS’ VIEWS & TRAINERS’ METHODS

Thanks!
saraheverts@carleton.ca …starting January 2019



COMMUNICATION 

CULTURE (SHOCK)

Why scientists need to communicate their 

research and engage with the public and 

policy makers

Jim Handman, Exec Director, SMCC





Barry J. Cooke

Natural Resources Canada, Canada · Canadian Forest Service



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary



So why bother?

- The public is entitled to access the science they fund

- You have a moral obligation to share and explain your research

- Taxpayers gain an understanding of your work and might 

be more inclined to support funding it

- If you don’t speak, someone else will 

- You have an opportunity to inform public debate and discourse

- The public actually is interested in your work



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary

- They don’t know how



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary

- They don’t know how

- They lack communication training



SCIENTISTS JOURNALISTS



Layman's terms?  I'm afraid I don't 
know any layman's terms.



STANDARD DEVIATION OF THE MEAN



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary

- They don’t know how

- They lack communication training

- They fear negative feedback from peers 

and managers





Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary

- They don’t know how

- They lack communication training

- They fear negative feedback from peers 
and managers

- They don’t want to “dumb it down”







𝗝𝗼𝘀𝗵 𝗦𝗶𝗹𝗯𝗲𝗿𝗴 @joshsilberg #SciComm Coordinator @HakaiInstitute |

Today in trying to translate scientific jargon... 

"Findings of facial innervation of teleost cirri 
suggest a suspected gustatory function of 
teleost head appendages." 

= Some bony fish taste with their head 
doohickies! 

#SciComm

https://twitter.com/joshsilberg
https://twitter.com/joshsilberg
https://twitter.com/hashtag/SciComm?src=hash
https://twitter.com/HakaiInstitute
https://twitter.com/hashtag/SciComm?src=hash


Simple  ≠  Simplistic



Why don’t more scientists communicate their research?

- They don’t think it’s necessary

- They don’t know how

- They lack communication training

- They fear negative feedback from peers 
and managers

- They don’t want to “dumb it down”

- They think they’ll be misquoted










