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Introduction
JONATHAN/CLAIRE/ALEX
Dear Attendees,

around the power of collaboration. We are looking to

It was a great thrill to see you all so engaged and

explore ideas of patient and public involvement,

animated at last year's SCI:COM. Given the political

science and industry collaboration, STEAM and other

climate at the time and since the event, we couldn't

principles of teamwork and participation.

have planned a more appropriate theme. We would
like to thank all of you for your participation and

THINK:TANK was a first step into satellite events, and

enthusiasm, thank our wonderful speakers and

we do hope to see some more dates for your calendar

panellists and, of course, our generous sponsors

this year. We are always looking for ways that we can

without whom the conference could not have taken

innovate at the conference and are always open to

place.

suggestions on how we can showcase your work at the
conference or create an environment for new types of

This is the summary of themes and ideas that our

experiences.

rapporteur produced from the day, we hope it jogs
your memory or inspires you further. It is not a

Finally, if you would like to support the conference this

complete document, of course, but we are in the

year, we have developed a stream of opportunities to

process of a major change to the website in April and

maximise the sponsor's value and return on

there you will find videos from the main stage as well

investment. To start the conversation, Contact us

as other insights.

through the site.

We are delighted to announce that this year's theme is

We hope you enjoy the report and see you in
December!

SCI:COM 2016| REPORT

Volume No. 1

Move Beyond the
Campfire
KEYNOTE: DEBORAH BLUM
Kicking off the event, science journalist Deborah Blum
drove home the disconnection between scientists and
the public, particularly in parts of the United States.
She described the tension between a public that does
not always trust scientists on some issues (most
notably climate change and genetic modification of
foods), scientists to see the need to ‘defend’ their
science and a ‘bottleneck’ of 7,000-8,000 science
journalists whose duty is not to defend but to report.
There is, Blum noted, an ‘audience that is already
around the campfire’ that is literate in science. But
engaging the audience beyond the campfire is a
challenge, particularly when it comes to building trust.
Blum, who directs the Knight Science Journalism
Program at MIT, had some advice: convey the humanness of science, avoid ‘talking down’ to audiences and
move science more into the more widely read
publications. Blum also had a stark warning about the
skewing effects of ‘false balance’ in science. She argued
that the media cannot tell stories of science in the
same way that tend to report on politics where
opposing views are given equal weight and opportunity:
a balanced ‘other story’ is not always there in science.

Trust Me, I'm a
Storyteller
PLENARY DISCUSSION
The same issue of trust in science was central to the
panel discussion that followed. Moderator Dr Aoibhinn
Ní Shúilleabháin noted that ‘one single lie is enough to
cast doubt’ and that it can take years to rebuild trust.
So how can science communication help? One of the
big challenges is to make science relatable to readers,
explained The Conversation UK editor Stephen Harris,
who stressed the importance of using stories and
examples, and urged scientists to ‘reclaim anecdotes’ to
make science more relatable. On the issue of
vaccination, Dr Robert O’Connor from the Irish Cancer
Society emphasised the importance of having a
communications strategy, describing this as ‘one of the
new frontiers’. Questions from the audience prompted
a discussion about the need for science education that
helps people to understand the nature of the scientific
process. Panelist Dr Ruth Freeman from Science
Foundation Ireland stressed the importance of giving
people the tools to tease apart media reports on
science – for example if a study was carried out on rats,
it may not provide evidence for humans.
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Think:Tank
DESIGN THINKING IN SCI-COMMS
As happens in the best cookery programmes, the
SCI:COM conference was able to discuss an
engagement process they had prepared earlier.
Think:Tank, which took place at the Science Gallery the
previous evening, asked members of the science
communication community and beyond to put their
‘design thinking’ caps on. Three sets of teams were
guided through the design thinking process to come up
with new initiatives to engage the public on the topics
of climate change (supported by the Environmental
Protection Agency), clinical trials (supported by the
Health Research Board) and the sharing of health data
(supported by the Health Services Executive).
Interestingly, the winning teams for each topic looked
to target families in the main, encouraging them to
compete nationally to cut carbon emissions, and
explaining the positive impacts of sharing health data
and getting involved in the process of clinical trials.
Design thinking was key to coming up with these and

Building
Experiences
SCIENCE IN SPACES

other ideas on the night, said Jessica Hayden from the
Innovation Academy in University College Dublin, who
was a leader at the event. She noted the importance of
putting yourself in the shoes of people affected by the
issue and thinking about what works for them.
Morwenna Rice from Drury | Porter Novelli emphasised
this need to think about the people with whom you are
trying to engage, and Frank McGovern from the EPA
said the event highlighted the need for his organisation
to further engage with innovative thinkers and tap into
their skills.

Staying on the subject of design, the discussion at
SCI:COM turned to how we can design exhibitions and
experiences to engage more people with science.
During the discussion, which was hosted by Lynn Scarff
from the Science Gallery Dublin, Marian Keyes from
Dun Laoghaire Library spoke of the sessions run there
for children and adults with 3D printing, Raspberry Pi
(small, cheap, programmable computers) and even a
planetarium during Science Week. Vicky Browne of
Cool Planet Experience described how the initiative is
using low and hi-tech approaches to get people
thinking about climate change, particularly focusing on
school students as they will live with the effects of
climate change and they are ‘agents of change’ who can
influence others. Mark Leslie from Martello Media has
worked on many initiatives to engage audiences around
science, including with Cool Planet Experience and
Blackrock Castle Observatory, and he stressed the need
for clarity about what you are saying and to whom, the
need for layers that offer something for the novices
and knowledgeable alike the importance of an engaging
narrative that guides visitors. And sometimes those
visitors can come in looking for something else entirely
– Scarff noted that the café in the Science Gallery is
both a draw for people who might not otherwise visit
and a place for visitors to reflect on and discuss the
ideas they have encountered exhibitions.
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Talking Points
FURTHER THOUGHTS FROM SCI:COM
To round off the SCI:COM conference, some of the
organisers distilled their thoughts from some of the
breakout sessions that had run during the day. Alex
Boyd from UCD Research attended the breakout
session “Is this right?” where topics included the
importance of evaluating projects (including caveats
about evaluating based on social media) and
connecting with users to understand their motivations,
the dynamic types of projects being sought by the SFI
Discover programme and how the European Space
Agency has approached outreach. Delegates discussed
what motivates public engagement and whether the
interests behind such campaigns could contribute to
mistrust. They also recognised that everyone involved
in scientific projects, programmes and institutions has
a responsibility for science communication. Claire
MacEvilly from Danone attended the session “We have
heard it before”, which stressed the role of telling
stories that appeal to audiences, painting pictures with
words and getting people excited about what can be
perceived as boring tasks, such as losing weight or
using a piece of software. Dr Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin
attended the session on “The Challenge of Changing
Minds”, which again focused on the audience and
language and the power of personal stories to engage,
and she warned against the complacency of thinking we
are reaching a broad audience when we are not.

Calls to action
WHAT NEXT?
Finally, science communicator Phil Smyth reported
from his activity as ‘social butterfly’ flitting between
sessions during SCI:COM. He was struck by the level of
engagement from delegates, who were willing to share
details of their own experiences. Smyth’s calls to action
for everyone who attended were to make a conscious
effort to talk to someone they wouldn’t normally
interact with and to follow up on the contacts and ideas
that came out of the day: “We had the tagline of
‘tackling tricky issues in science communication’ we’ve
heard from thought leaders in the feild now let’s do
something with it.”

Save the Date

SCI:COM 2017

SCI:COM will return on the 7th December 2017. We
hope to see you there!

