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Overview

Definitions and premises

What kinds of science communication best 
serve civic decision-making?  

How can science support and advance 
democratic processes at scale?  

What does science communication look like 
when it is oriented toward collective action 
on shared, complex challenges?  



    Public Science Communication

Public science comm happens at the 
intersections of these groups
Communication is not a one-way 
transmission of info, but multi-directional
In a democracy, stakeholders and publics 
are at the center of public science comm 
because they are the ultimate sources of 
sovereignty
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    Science Comm’s Main Rivals in the Public Sphere

Misinformation: misleading or deceptive claims relative to best available evidence at the time; counters 
statements by actors who adhere to scientific principles without adding accurate evidence (Southwell et al., 
2022)

Disinformation: intentionally misleading or deceptive misinformation

Mistrust: perceived lack of shared interest, credibility, reliability (or consistency) of source (Southwell, 2021). 

Macro sources: Populist cynicism about experts; political demagoguery; corporate public relations; media 
fragmentation and partisan business models; regulatory capture; and highly-publicized scientific errors, 
revisions, and misconduct

Micro sources: Motivated thinking (e.g., confirmation and acceptance biases), echo chambers and filter 
bubbles, desire for stories that confer group belonging and identity, and for a sense of control and meaning
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    What Kinds of Science Comm Best Serve Civic Decision-Making?  

Science comm that is:

1. Based on legitimate science: motive to discover truth is not 
compromised by profit motives, political motives, scientists’ 
confirmation biases, and other threats

2. Based on competent science: appropriate samples and methods, 
reported transparently and accurately, with findings rooted in evidence 
and accompanied by confidence levels and/or probabilities

3. Communicated (not just transmitted): clearly, accurately, 
accessibly, and in ways that listen and speak to the needs and 
interests of diverse publics, stakeholders, and policy makers 
(enhanced by using story form, local sources, etc.)
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Scientific comm isn’t 
lipstick on a pig



    How Can Science Support and Advance Democratic Processes at Scale?  

Community-engaged research

Public deliberation (democratic innovations)
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    How Can Science Support and Advance Democratic Processes at Scale?  

Community-Engaged Research

Professional researchers collaborate with members of 
the public to co-design the research agenda; monitor 
and/or help to conduct the research and draw findings; 
communicate it publicly; and design policy and practical 
responses

Must be legitimate and competent science -- based on 
building bonds of trust and cooperation among experts 
and publics, not individuals "doing my own research” on 
the Internet
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    How Can Science Support and Advance Democratic Processes at Scale?  
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Benefits of Community-Engaged Research

Relevance

Grounds the research agenda in community concerns and maintains that relevance 
throughout the research process

Rigor

Community partners identify research sites and populations, build trust necessary 
to earn access to them

Can increase sample sizes, survey and interview response rates, participation in 
interventions and treatments, etc.

Ground-truthing can correct and enrich data and analysis, providing local 
contextual and explanatory knowledge

Sources: Balazs & Morello-Frosch (2013); Minkler, Salvatore, & Chang (2018); Raphael (2019)
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Benefits of Community-Engaged Research

Reach

Community partners help disseminate knowledge to diverse audiences and 
translate it into useful tools for practice, policy, and organizing

Builds an active user base for research by translating it into local languages and 
lay terms, involving participants in implementing their findings

Reflexivity

Collaborating with Community Advisory Boards and research partners clarifies 
agenda, nature, ethics, and purposes of research, and whose interests it serves

Sources: Cacari-Stone et al. 2014; Chen et al. (2010)
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Benefits of Community-Engaged Research

Combating Misinformation and Building Trust

People who are involved in research are more likely to 
believe it and act on their findings, than if they are 
passive recipients of others’ knowledge (Lewin, 1948; 
Balazs & Morello-Frosch, 2013)

Effective Storytelling

Communicating local and personal impacts of findings 
(e.g., about climate change) is most persuasive

Source credibility: CER is the story of science that people 
tell themselves and their communities

Experience is the best teacher … if it’s 
the experience of doing rigorous 
research in collaboration with 
professional researchers and 
community members

Testimony from “people like us” who 
have done CER is a powerful teacher 
too
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US EPA Iris Database versus ChemHAT
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US EPA Iris Database versus ChemHAT

ChemHAT is a product of CER with workers by unions, OSH and 
environmental groups, public health scholars, and digital media 
designers

Links to global scientific data sources

Plain language

Color-coded icons describe stronger/weaker effects + evidence

Acute & chronic, cumulative & synergistic effects

Where one is likely to be exposed

How to protect oneself

Identifies safer alternative chemicals 
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Spectrum of CER

CER can be expanded at every level of 
public engagement

Adapted from IAP2 (2018) Spectrum of 
Public Participation in Decision Making
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Caveats

CER is Not the Only Valuable Type of EJ Research

Lit reviews, legal analyses, and other expert studies make valuable 
contributions to analyzing EJ and communication

Can also be necessary prep work to build understanding and credibility with 
community partners

Not All Situations are Ripe for CER

Lack of awareness of and commitment to collaboration

Risks to community partners’ health and safety

Community has “research fatigue,” mistrust, lack of representative 
organizations, uninterest or preference to delegate research to trusted 
researchers, or capability to do research without us
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Public Deliberation/Democratic Innovations

New(ish) forms of public engagement that improve on public 
hearings, public comments, social media sewers by convening 
public, experts, and decision makers to deliberate about 
science and tech policy

Mini-Publics: Deliberative Polls, Consensus Conferences, Planning 
Cells, 21st Century Town Meetings

Co-Governance: Participatory Budgeting, etc.
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Public Deliberation/Democratic Innovations
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