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Course structure



Recap of last session
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• Discuss the steps involved in developing science 
communication initiatives

• Become familiar with some guidelines and recommendations 
for science communication

• Discuss science communication during crises



WHO’S GOT THE ANSWER?
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When starting a science communication project one should …
[Select all the correct answers]

A: 

C:

B:

D:focus primarily on long-term 
outcomes

select communication channels 
as a function of target audience

5

conduct a scoping of gaps in 
knowledge and target audience

first conduct user testing of 
different messages
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According to the guidelines on science communication of the 
German Council for Public Relations…

[Select all the correct answers]

A: 

C:

B:

D:science communication 
should allow for dialogue.

preprints should never be 
communicated.

7

methods can sometimes be 
simplified to improve understanding.

the storytelling principle suggests 
that fictional narratives are central.
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The World Health Organization’s communication 
guidelines suggest that…

[Select all the correct answers]

A: 

C:

B:

D:there is little quality evidence to
guide communication strategies.

the speed of communication is 
more important than consistency.
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creating a sense of urgency is 
crucial to get the public to act.

risk should be communicated in 
technical terms.
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When communicating scientific evidence in a crisis, 
communicators should…

[Select all the correct answers]

A: 

C:

B:

D:use different channels to 
communicate different messages

communicate specific and 
realistic protective actions.
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focus on what is known, and
avoid discussing uncertainty.

reassure that experts are sure 
about the advice. 



In the AEIOU definition of science communication…
[Select all the correct answers]

A: 

C:

B:

D:
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An example of internal science communication is when…
[Select all the correct answers]

When communicating scientific evidence in a crisis, 
communicators should…

[Select all the correct answers]

use different channels to 
communicate different messages

communicate specific and 
realistic protective actions.

focus on what is known, and
avoid discussing uncertainty.

reassure that experts are sure 
about the advice. 



Goals for today

• Get to know some examples of science communication gone 
wrong to discuss problems of hype, lack of expressions of
uncertainty, and epistemic trespassing

13



Hype: Exaggeration of scientific 
findings in press releases, media 
coverage, or even by researchers 
themselves to attract attention, 

funding, or prestige.



Hype or spin is observed in the publication record
"spin" refers to the intentional or 
unintentional presentation of 
study results in a more favorable
or misleading way than what the 
data objectively support. This can 
involve selectively emphasizing 
positive aspects of the study 
while downplaying or omitting 
negative results, using language 
that exaggerates the treatment’s 
benefits, or making claims of 
effectiveness without strong 
supporting evidence.



Sumner, P., Vivian-Griffiths, S., Boivin, J., Williams, A., Venetis, C. A., Davies, A., Ogden, J., Whelan, L., Hughes, 
B., Dalton, B., Boy, F., & Chambers, C. D. (2014). The association between exaggeration in health related science 
news and academic press releases: Retrospective observational study. BMJ, 349(dec09 7), g7015–g7015. 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.g7015

Framing of results impacts news content

This study investigates the relationship between 
exaggeration in academic press releases and the 
subsequent coverage in news articles, particularly 
regarding health-related science. The researchers 
analyzed a sample of press releases and news stories 
to determine if exaggerated claims, causal statements, 
or human inferences were made when not supported 
by the original research. They found that exaggerations 
in press releases significantly increased the likelihood of 
exaggerated claims in news articles. In particular, when 
press releases included overstatements about causality 
or relevance to humans, the news coverage often 
mirrored these exaggerations, indicating that the 
framing of results in press releases has a substantial 
impact on news content. This study highlights the need 
for accurate communication in science to avoid 
misinformation in public discourse.

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.g7015


Uncertainty vs. certainty

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m002305h

Abbott, A., & Nosengo, N. (2014). Scientists cleared of quake deaths. Nature, 515, 171.

https://www.swissinfo.ch/ger/maskenpflicht--hin-und-her-des-bundesrates-praegt-noch-heute-die-haltung-vieler-schweizer/45986796


Uncertainty vs. certainty

https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/politics/cover-up-how-shifting-policies-affect-swiss-attitudes-toward-masks/45978462

«Die Bevölkerung kann sich mit Masken 
nicht wirksam schützen.»

https://www.swissinfo.ch/ger/maskenpflicht--hin-und-her-des-bundesrates-praegt-noch-heute-die-haltung-vieler-schweizer/45986796


Uncertainty vs. certainty

«There is a limited evidence base to support 
the use of masks in healthcare or community 
settings. However, three of the six meta-
analyses identified a significant decrease of 
respiratory viral infection risk while the other 
three reported a positive but non-significant 
trend towards the benefit of masking. No 
study reported that wearing a mask 
significantly or non-significantly increased the 
risk for infection by a respiratory virus. This 
situation is similar to hand hygiene, which 
demonstrated a decrease in the risk of 
respiratory infection, but with the caveat that 
the difference with the control group was not 
always significant.»
https://sciencetaskforce.ch/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/Role-of-masks-20April20-
English.pdf



Humility vs. Epistemic Trespassing

Ballantyne, N. (2019). Epistemic Trespassing. Mind, 128(510), 367–395. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzx042

“Epistemic trespassers are thinkers who 
have competence or expertise to make 
good judgments in one field, but move to 
another field where they lack 
competence—and pass judgment 
nevertheless. We should doubt that 
trespassers are reliable judges in fields 
where they are outsiders.“

https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzx042


Humility vs. Epistemic Trespassing

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8ii9zGFDtc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8ii9zGFDtc


Humility vs. Epistemic Trespassing

The book documents how a small group 
of influential scientists worked with 
industries to create public doubt on 
issues like tobacco, acid rain, and 
climate change. These scientists, often 
driven by free-market ideologies, used 
their credibility (in physics!) to challenge 
established scientific consensus, 
delaying regulation and protecting 
industry interests. Their strategy was not 
to disprove the science but to create 
uncertainty, which shaped public opinion 
and stalled policy action. The book 
highlights how manufactured doubt has 
been a powerful tool to undermine 
science for ideological as well as financial 
gain.



The techniques of false scientific communication

Cook, J., Supran, G., Lewandowsky, S., Oreskes, N., & Maibach, E., (2019). America Misled: How the fossil fuel industry 
deliberately misled Americans about climate change. George Mason Univ. Center for Climate Change Communication.

https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/america-misled/
https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/america-misled/
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Summary
We considered several cases of suboptimal science communication to
discuss problems related to…

• Hype: Exaggeration of scientific findings in press releases can lead to
distorted media coverage, leading to misleading or overstated conclusions
that can have consequences for public understanding of science.

• Uncertainty: Failure to communicate scientific uncertainty appropriately
can have consequences for protective behaviors in crisis situations;
acknowledgment of uncertainty is key for increasing long-term trust and
reduce confusion in the face of changing information.

• Epistemic trespassing: Scientists may sometimes make authoritative
claims outside their area of expertise, potentially resulting in flawed or
misinformed judgments; misuse of scientific reputations has been used to
manufacture doubt by stakeholders that profit from delaying action or
regulation – making it important to identify these cases.
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https://matarui.github.io/SCICOM_HS24/

https://matarui.github.io/SCICOM_HS24/


28

https://matarui.github.io/SCICOM_HS24/

https://matarui.github.io/SCICOM_HS24/

