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How to Communicate Science effectively? 
 

As first year Masterstudents, you probably don’t get too many calls from e.g. the press 

yet ;-) It will happen someday, however. Therefore store this handout in a safe place.  

It may come in handy! 
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Science communication: 

 

First of all: Why would you? 
 

1. The joy of showing friends around 

It’s fun, showing people the things you like. 

If you like to share your favorite music, book, or restaurant with friends, or proudly 

show them your newly decorated place, why not show them around your work if they 

show interest?  

 

2. It’s a jungle out there: be heard! 

If nobody knows about your work, you end up broke! The people/politicians who deal 

the grants need to know of you. 

 

3. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you 

In many cases (academic) science is paid for by society. Therefore there’s an obligation 

to tell society what you’re doing, in a manner they understand. 

 

4. To help you understand it yourself 

It helps you to better understand what you’re doing when you’re able to explain it to a 

lay person. Take some distance! 

 

5. Inspire new colleagues 

Often professors mention their high school teacher, or even primary school teacher, e.g. 

in their inaugural lecture, as a great source of inspiration to become a scientist. You can 

be that inspiration. Inspire new young future colleagues! 



Scientist < – > Journalist < – > Society 

 

What’s the role of the (science)journalist as a liaison between Science and Society? 

 
Is he/she a scientist? 

 

• Curious 

• Often knows very well what’s going on in a particular field 

• Has a good network 

• Wants to explain what’s going on in science, … just like you do. 

 

Is he/she a journalist? 

 

• Wants to show society what’s going on ‘up there’ 

• ‘just’ Nosy 

• ‘just’ Tries to ‘simplify’ things 

• ‘just’ Looking for one-liners 

• May even be able to detect your Achilles heel! 

 

Whatever he or she is, definitely not your spokesperson! 

 

Even within the association of science journalists in The Netherlands, there’s a 

continuous debate about the status of journalists vs communicators. 

Journalist may also ‘hang the scientist in the tree’ that e.g. copy-pastes form others  

Communicators are the spokespersons of your organization. 

 

But both can help you to get your message across! 

 



The bottom line:  a good story to tell 
 

1. Go to the coffee corner! 

Of all the scientific presentations you attended: just make a guess what proportion you 

still remember. Were they just boring? Or impossible to understand? 

And how often do you hear interesting scientific stories in ‘just’ social conversation? 

(The pub, the coffee corner, at a friend’s/colleague’s place) 

The stories that grab other people, are the ones you can also easily talk about at the 

coffee break! 

 

2. Who’s your audience? 

While identifying a good story, please keep your audience in mind. It’s not a matter of 

proving whatever audience how smart you are, it’s a matter of doing the audience a 

favor. 

 

Ask yourself what the relevance of your message is  

 

To conservation 

To science 

To society 

To policymakers 

To high school or even primary school students 

 

Ask your mom,  or your 12 yr, astute neighbor kid what she or he would like to know 

about a subject. 

 

3. In Science, news is often a ‘fabricated’ thing.  

Something can become news because it was discovered long time ago, but is published 

now. You can also try to turn things around: If something already is news, why not relate 

to that. If there’s large forest fires somewhere, why not bring out a press release about 

your ‘old’ work on forest fires? 

 

4. There’s so much more news than you think 

If people, at workshops like these, say they find it hard to detect interesting (or even 

‘worse’: news worthy) stories in their own work, I usually come out with more than one 

possible article after ‘just’ chatting with them. 

 

 

 



What does a good popular story look like? 

 

1. Give away your news a.s.a.p. 

In Science, a publication is often shapes like an hourglass: it starts with the broad 

perspective and slowly narrows down to the problem and the solution that were found 

by the authors, before broadening again to the bigger picture. But why do you think the 

summary, or the ‘express info’ is becoming more and more important? Your readers 

want to know if it’s worthwhile reading on! So grab them by the throat from the first 

sentence. There’s lots to read. Again: it’s a jungle out there, so you have to make yourself 

heard and read. 

 

2. What, Who, Where, When Why 

The classic five questions that a journalist (or any other curious reader) would like to 

see answered in the first paragraphs are: What was discovered, by Whom, Where and 

When was it discovered, and Why is this relevant? 

 

3. Not just the beginning 

Having said that the opening of a good story is the key moment, that does not mean that 

you can loosen up after that. After a catchy opening, the middle needs to be 

‘entertaining’ too. And don’t forget a good point at the end.  

While a typical news story starts narrow (what’s the news?) before broadening to the 

bigger perspective, you often also see the sandwich: the story is squeezed between an 

opening and a finale that address the same problem/issue/theme. 

 

4. Try to experiment 

The basic rules of a good news story may look ‘written in stone’, but once you’ve become 

acquainted with them, you can always experiment. Try to mix in some human interest, 

take the readers into the field with you, or play with other style figures. 

 

5. Fifty ways to leave your reader 

Very often it’s not the reader that leaves the writer, it’s the writer who takes off. 

It can be a sobering experience to read a good ‘readers analysis’ of an article.  

How many readers of a newspaper actually stopped at the article that you worked so 

hard on? And how much of it did they read.  

Where did they start and, more important, where did they stop or skip? 

Sure, people can easily quit reading if they don’t understand the text.  

But try to analyze when you’re reading the morning paper:  

why did you stop reading a particular article.  

Was it because you didn’t understand or already know what was being written,  

or was it simply an unattractive style or sentence? 

 



Some more or less universal writing rules: (based on Dutch writing!) 

 

1. Avoid passive sentences. 

 

‘We investigated this or that’ 

 instead of  

‘This or that was investigated’ 

 

2. Less is more! It’s always possible to use less words. 

 

Or should we just say: use less words! 

 

3. Don’t collect too many prepositions in one sentence 

 

Marten came up with the idea of his tipping points theory in ecology while doing research 

in little canals in farmland. 

 

Or 

 

Marten did research in farmland canals. That’s where he came up with the idea of tipping 

points in ecology. 

 

 

4. Let verbs be verbs, don’t make them nouns 

 

The professor is collecting plants 

instead of  

The professor is working on the collection of plants 

 



There’s many more ‘writing rules’ of course! 
 

Avoid jargon. If you can’t: explain! 

To a scientist, the difference between a gene and a chromosome can be obvious, but is it 

also to your audience? 

 

Try to draw a picture. A story becomes more attractive when your readers can create 

an image. Help them! 

 

Easy on the metaphors. A metaphor can help explain difficult theories, but can also 

confuse your readers / listeners. You can only compare a metaphor up to a certain point 

to the actual problem. Sometimes the comparison can become confusing. 

 

Overview of ‘easy misunderstandings’ (partly from Smeets, ‘The exact story’) 

 

Chaotic, means ‘messy’ to the general public, but what does it mean to science? 

Chemical, is it ‘poisonous’ or just ‘from chemistry’, ‘synthetic’? 

Experiment, in science not necessarily ‘something with lab animals’! 

Study, can be done in many other places than behind a desk. 

Model, not necessarily a beautiful woman. 

Positive test, can be bad news too! 

Signifcant,  can be important, but also just, statistically valuable. 

Theory, more than ‘just an opinion’. 

Manipulate, has a negative connotation. That’s why e.g. breeders prefer ‘modification’ 

 

Sex sells! So does shit. 

The university of Leiden has been scanning fossils for many, many years, but only when 

they started scanning fossil ‘turds’ of hyena’s, the media showed up! 

 

Let’s play bullshit bingo! 

How many Holy Grails, breakthroughs, reasons for further research, etc can you collect 

in the science section of your newspaper? 

 

Don’t try to explain everything.  

Some nuances you may do without in a popular piece. 

You don’t write for colleagues, you write for a general audience.  

So don’t show your peers that you know what you’re doing,  

show the laymen that you like your work and share your fascination . 

 

A picture says more than a thousand words 

But pictures can also deceive. 

The most often used deception is probably the graph with incomplete y-axis 

And in presentations, picture can also distract! Powerpoint has become a curse! 

 

Circus 

Is science communication a matter of ‘a message form the ivory tower’, or an act in a 

circus? Is it better to appear in the prestigious papers (like in Nl. VK, NRC or Trouw) or 

in the mass media like Telegraaf, or do a ‘trick’ in DWDD? 

(Lewin!) 



 

There is no such thing as a stupid question.  

Just stupid answers … There is definitely such a thing as a lazy journalist! 

Also: The reader is always right. If he/she does not understand something, please 

always assume that this is the writer’s (your) fault. It’s not because the reader is dumb. 

 
 
 

Further reading 

 

English 

50 essential strategies for every writer 

Roy Peter Clark 

 

Dutch 

Het exacte verhaal (The exact story) 

Ionica Smeets 


