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Case Study:
2009 L'Aquila earthquake

 297 casualties
 11,000 buildings destroyed
 40,000 homeless
 1000s of foreshocks since 2008



L’Aquila Lessons
 “inexact, incomplete and contradictory 

information”
 What is the role of experts in communication?
 Is this precedent-setting and what are the 

implications for us? 
 Consider scenarios here at home – flooding, 

weather, earthquake, invasive species, new 
technology, power generation, water treatment.
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Are scientists reluctant 
communicators?
 In science, nothing ever really comes out of 

left field
 The divide between scientists and everyone 

else continues to grow
 The public can’t even be expected to know 

what science is and isn’t
 Scientists just aren’t Einsteinian public 

figures anymore
 The ivory tower perception continues to grow



What is science?

Paradoxical nature of science

Student: huge pile of facts

Liberation from superstition

Media audience: intrigue, amusing, 
ideas, gadgets

Public: cure for disease



"At most, only a dozen people in the world can 
understand my theory"

- Einstein on his theory of relativity



Negative perceptions. 

 Gaining high profits
 Increasing the power of a state/industry
 Animal experimentation
 Tampering with life and reproduction
 Dangerous, incomplete, untested

Or, are they always by-products?
How do you play it? Acknowledge, hide, downplay, explain?



Science today – old vs new

 Physics, chemistry, biology - are these 
boundaries still valid?

 Where the action is today?
Genomics, Robotics, AI, neuroscience, 

nanotechnology



Possibilities and problems

 Distinction between science, technology, and 
public policy are blurring

 Tomorrow's world is coming today!
 The public and scientists are now cautious, 

wiser, and cynical of these 'happy 
predictions'. 

 Are we risking failure or success?

the blessings may become a curse. E.g. Fossil fuels 
- sceptics to deniers 



What’s good for science may 
be bad for PR

 Science has always been about doubt and uncertainty
 “Well, we can’t be sure beyond this stage which way things will 

go,” or, 
 “Our models don’t predict things reliably at this point; we need 

more data and it’s difficult to get this data,”
 Science welcomes revision
 It phrases questions not answers
 Our brains are not wired for ambiguity
 Opportunists are quick to pounce – ignoring the clear 

direction that science is pointing in, to create doubt for the 
sake of their own agendas. 



The climate change “debate”
 The science, as far as it goes, is clear, but then we reach 

a patch where there is still more work to be done. 
 The temperature of the atmosphere is unquestionably 

rising
 The cause of this is clearly human activity, especially the 

stuff that burns up carbon. 
 But neither the effects of this nor the proper response to 

it are all clear. 
 It may be a disaster, or it may not be much more severe 

in effect than other historical climate changes 
 It may be best to limit carbon usage severely or it may be 

best to develop technologies for trapping CO2. 



Is science out to “prove”
climate change?
 When is the last time you heard a journalist 

explain that the scientific process is not about 
“proving” anything? 

 Instead, it’s about constructing a hypothesis, 
disproving it, and then developing a better one 
that offers a slightly fuller explanation of the 
natural world as we experience it.

 Sometimes you go with the best explanation 
you’ve got. 

 The cycle never stops. 



Is the public science-literate?
“European surveys on public perception 

of biotechnology found that more than 
30% of the population thought that, 
unlike genetically modified tomatoes, 
'normal' ones do not contain genes.”
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Cognitive Models
 Deficit Model: Assumption - given the facts (whatever 

they are), the public will happily support new 
technologies

 Cognitive Miser: People can not process all the 
information they are bombarded with and instead use 
mental shortcuts to make sense of information

 Motivated Reasoning: rather than search rationally for 
information that either confirms or disconfirms a 
particular belief, people actually seek out information that 
confirms what they already believe. 

 Value Predisposition



 All of these models reinforce the importance 
of communicating and framing the science 
message – think about policy implications, 
i.e. nanotechnology, stem cell. 

Cognitive Misers and Value Predispositions
Deficit Model



 All of these models reinforce the importance 
of communicating and framing the your 
message – think about policy implications. 



Psychological Distance – abstract 
vs concrete information

 Spatial
 Temporal
 Social
 Theoretical 

The further an object or event is from an 
individual, the more abstract it becomes.



Strategies
 Starting the conversation is key
 Don’t demonize others, i.e. stop thinking of 

yourself as better than others. 
 Local vs Global – people of similar social 

backgrounds
 Timescale is imortant
 Be realistic, don’t overhype – “Green Jobs”
 Think about your narrative to reduce counter-

arguing
 E.g. health benefits of CC mitigation are better than 

health problems of CC



4 steps

 Identify audience segments and connect with 
their values

 Recognise our own ideological/value biases 
(we are all people)

 Reduce motivated reasoning
 Reduce psychological distance (between us, 

our communications and our audience)



Take home message

 Don’t just present the facts. Instead, match 
them to the audience’s values, ideological 
orientation, and concerns. 

 How? 
 Through an engaging narrative  
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Fear!

 The Risk Perception Gap
 The danger that arises when worry about some 

facts more than evidence suggests
 Worry less about some things than evidence 

warns we should
 The misperceptions are natural, ancient instincts, 

but, sometimes we get it wrong…in dangerous 
ways



Risk Perception Gap

 How our subjective perception of risk leads 
to judgements that feel right, but don’t match 
the facts, and get us into trouble. 

 Some examples from recent headlines:
 Radiation impacts on health from Japanese 

disaster
 Organic foods and reduced risk of cancer
 Ebola – its out of the jungle now



Facts meet society
 Human interpretation has an influence and, 

once you move from your office into society, 
your message will be interpreted and 
translated

 Uncertainty and values are important for 
facts - they can condition the objective 
nature of your argument!

 You may have facts, but the public has 
opinions – you have to frame your facts 
accordingly. 



Three steps to better 
communication
 Never stop talking about compelling narrative, 

clear explanation, and coherent organization. 
 Be consistent – repetition but not duplication
 Because if you can’t tell a story, it doesn’t 

matter how much ‘FACTUAL STUFF’ you 
know. 

Provide context, and maybe then, some smarta-s 
won’t take it out of context.



Maybe he’s just not trying hard 
enough!
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