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What is public science? What can com-
munication science scholars contribute
to society, especially in times of crisis?
What are the challenges and limitations
of such engagement? These questions
were addressed at a recent preconfer-
ence held on April 7, 2021, titled “Public
communication science in times of the
Covid-19 crisis”. The preconference was
organized as part of the DACH 21 confer-
ence (the first three-country conference
on communication science) and was held
online with more than 50 participants. It
was an excellent opportunity to stimulate
discussion among Swiss, Austrian, and
German scholars regarding the self-un-
derstanding and societal role of the dis-
cipline. The preconference was hosted by
the association Offentliche Medien- und
Kommunikationswissenschaft (Public Me-
dia and Communication Science, PMCS),
which aims to establish, promote, and fur-
ther develop the concept of public science
in the field.!

The co-presidents of the PMCS asso-
ciation, Prof. Dr. Marlis Prinzing (Hoch-
schule Macromedia Koéln) and Prof.
Dr. Mark Eisenegger (University of Zurich),
welcomed all participants to the precon-
ference. They emphasized that the precon-
ference aimed to bring together diverse
perspectives and to reflect on principles
as laid out in the charter of the association
(https://oeffentliche-kowi.org/charta/).
This charter consists of fifteen principles
and was signed by more than 250 scholars.

1 For more information, see the website of
Offentliche Medien- und Kommunikations-
wissenschaft: https://oeffentliche-kowi.org/
ueber-uns/. The author of this report is a
founding and board member of the PMCS
association.
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1 What is public science?

The preconference opened with a talk on
the topic “What is public science?” by Prof.
Dr. Caroline Robertson-von Trotha, soci-
ologist, emeritus director of the Zentrum
fiir Angewandte Kulturwissenschaft und
Studium Generale am Karlsruher Institut
fiir Technologie (KIT), and board member
of the PMCS association. Robertson-von
Trotha established the concept of “public
science” in the German-speaking area of
the field (see, e. g., Robertson-von Trotha &
Muioz Morcillo, 2012, 2018). In her pre-
sentation, she gave a brief historical over-
view of the emergence and development
of public science since the 1980s. In par-
ticular, she focused on three milestones
that stimulated the concept and practice
of public science: the Bodmer Report
published by The Royal Society in 1985;
the OECD symposium “Promoting public
understanding of science and technolo-
gy”, held in 1996; and the UNESCO “World
conference on science for the twenty-first
century” in 1999. All events highlighted
the importance of scientific knowledge
and stressed the need to strengthen the
communication of such knowledge to and
with the public, in order to foster democ-
racy, address the pressing problems of the
times, and legitimize science itself.

Over time, the idea that the public and
citizens have a right to be involved in in-
formation and dialogues about science
became increasingly dominant. Allowing
citizens’ participation and addressing so-
cial and global problems was increasingly
considered as a responsibility of sciences
in general, including the humanities and
the social sciences. Robertson-von Trotha
emphasized the “participatory turn” in
public science that took shape before the
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widespread diffusion of the Internet. How-
ever, digitization brought new opportu-
nities and challenges for participation in
science, such as more and new commu-
nication and information channels that
might broaden participation but also low-
er standards of accuracy and transparen-
cy. Moreover, she conceptualized the idea
of public science as distinct from public
relations efforts often conducted by uni-
versities or science journals. Accordingly,
public science is not about strategic com-
munication but rather about producing
and mediating scientific knowledge that is
useful for citizens and society, stimulating
a critical reception of science, and valuing
feedback from diverse publics.

In Robertson-von Trotha's view, this
idea of public science can only be fully re-
alized if the reputation mechanisms in sci-
ence itself value scientists’ engagement in
public science (see charter, § 14). In many
disciplines, however, this is not the case;
so far, such engagement most often does
not benefit a career in science. Changing
these reputation mechanisms is impor-
tant, especially in light of the diverse forms
of science communication that are need-
ed to enable citizens’ participation and to
mediate knowledge that is crucial for so-
ciety. The Covid-19 pandemic has shown
the pressing need for a constant exchange
between science and diverse publics —
one that could not be sufficiently realized
under the current conditions, especially
since many disciplines were largely absent
from discussions and public discourses.

2 Expectations of and from science
during the Covid-19 pandemic

After the talk by Robertson-von Trotha,
two speakers took on the topic of Covid-19
from different perspectives and outlined
expectations of and from science. First,
Beat Glogger offered a critical reflection on
the role and the communication of science
during the pandemic, stating that science
still has to learn that both the pandem-
ic and politics are a “marathon”. Glogger
is a natural scientist, science journalist,
and founder of the online science maga-

zine higgs.ch. In his talk, he focused on
how science and scientists in Switzerland
largely disappointed the expectations held
by journalists and the public. Glogger ob-
served that Swiss scientists were very vis-
ible and active in public discourse at the
beginning of the pandemic; later on, how-
ever, they “ran out of steam”. Many scien-
tists underestimated the duration of the
pandemic and the need for steady, regular
communication and discussion of scien-
tific findings and uncertainties. Some sci-
entists dropped out of the public eye after
being criticized for their communication
of pandemic scenarios. Others, such as sci-
entists in the Swiss National Covid-19 Sci-
ence Task Force, including its former head
Prof. Dr. Matthias Egger, withdrew from
their positions and from public discussion
without giving reasons for doing so. Few
scientists are left who communicate accu-
rately and regularly. Moreover, journalists
also prominently give a voice to scientists
who seek to provoke and polarize discus-
sions. Overall, Glogger felt that during the
Covid-19 pandemic, the voice of science as
a solid knowledge provider was missing —
i.e., the regular mediation and discussion
of up-to-date knowledge and scientific
uncertainties in order to be able to handle
the enormous problems and challenges of
the pandemic (see charter, §5, §7). This is
even more crucial in light of increases in
disinformation, conspiracy narratives, po-
larization, and hate speech. Vaccine skep-
tics and Covid deniers spread disinforma-
tion widely, also with the help of so-called
“social bots” (see, e.g., Broniatowski et al.,
2018).

Beat Glogger drew three conclusions
from his observations. First, it is essential
to ensure that public discourse around
scientific issues is based on scientific evi-
dence (see charter, §4). Not only the qual-
ity but also the quantity and reach of com-
munication is important. As one solution,
social bots could be used to disseminate
scientific evidence, thereby fighting dis-
information bots with information bots.
Second, the public is searching for reliable
information and needs journalism, as re-
cently illustrated by an increased demand
for news on the coronavirus crisis. There-
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fore, the Covid-19 pandemic is not only a
challenge but also an opportunity for jour-
nalism to demonstrate and maintain its
societal importance and its role in the daily
lives of users. Third, science must look for
partners who understand the business and
practices of news media. Glogger consid-
ered his online science magazine higgs.ch
as such a partner but also generally high-
lighted the need for infrastructures that
enable independent science journalism.
Instead of putting more and more resourc-
es into the public relations of universities
as is currently the case (Vogler & Schifer,
2020), it is important to financially sup-
port those actors who mediate scientific
knowledge in an independent and critical
way. Glogger here referenced communi-
cation scholar Otfried Jarren, who made
clear that while university communication
of knowledge is important, it produces
self-representations and self-references,
while journalism — with its distinct selec-
tion and presentation criteria — provides
external references (Fremdreferenz) that
are necessary for public discourse (see,
e.g., Jarren, 2019). Since resources for sci-
ence journalism are dwindling in Switzer-
land as well as in many other countries
(Kristiansen, Schéfer, & Lorencez, 2016),
Glogger suggested building a foundation
that is supported and financed by numer-
ous stakeholders, including the public sec-
tor, corporations, private actors, and uni-
versities. This foundation would enable
the financing of independent production
and dissemination of reports on science
and scientific knowledge.

Prof. Dr. Matthias Egger contributed
to this discussion by shedding light on
what science expects from itself as well as
from society. Egger is an epidemiologist at
the University of Bern and the president
of the SNSF National Research Coun-
cil. Moreover, he was head of the Swiss
National Covid-19 Science Task Force,
which advises public authorities. From
his perspective, the public communica-
tion of science during the first months of
the Covid-19 pandemic did not have as
great an impact as Glogger has observed.
Scientists, including Egger himself, were
proactive in setting up a Covid-19 Science

Task Force in April 2020; however, the in-
fluence of this task force on political deci-
sions was rather low. For the relationship
among science, politics, and the public to
be fruitful, it is crucial that all participants
are engaged, interested, and open-mind-
ed. The concept of public science can only
become a reality when scientists are will-
ing to engage with different actors from
society and when these other actors are
interested in hearing and discussing the
expertise offered by science and scientists.

As Glogger stated, Matthias Egger
withdrew from his position as head of the
task force without publicly communicat-
ing his reasons; however, the withdrawal
was necessary, due to a role conflict. As
head of the task force, it is very important
to take a prominent place in public dis-
course and invest time. It is not possible to
do this when also holding the position of
president of the SNSF National Research
Council. As to his experience in the latter,
Egger expressed concern about a poten-
tial “Covidization of research” (Pai, 2020).
We must prevent every scientist from now
on thinking that it is their duty to conduct
Covid-19-related research. For one thing,
only some scientists work in research areas
that offer the expertise to carry out studies
that help society deal with the pandemic;
for another thing, a wide range of pressing
problems in science and society that are
not related to the Covid-19 pandemic still
exist, and it is crucial for such research to
continue to be conducted. A “Covidization
of research” would not improve research
and public science but instead would
create “instant experts”, reflecting the in-
creasing influence of third-party funding
and the growing opportunism among sci-
entists to select research questions and
topics according to the likelihood of re-
ceiving money.

In Egger’s view, scientists should not
become activists. They best carry out their
specific role in society when they conduct
research according to scientific norms and
standards and then communicate and dis-
cuss the findings, implications, and un-
certainties of their research with relevant
actors in society. The communication of
scientific uncertainty, the critical discus-
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sion of scientific evidence, and the coun-
tering of disinformation are key for public
science (see charter, §5).

3 Communication research on
Covid-19 coverage and its public
response

In the last speaker slot, communica-
tion and media scholars from Germany,
Austria, and Switzerland talked about the
public response to their research. Togeth-
er with their colleagues, Prof. Dr. Thor-
sten Quandt (University of Miinster), Prof.
Dr. Josef Trappel (University of Salzburg,
board member of the PMCS association),
and Dr. Linards Udris (University of Zu-
rich) examined the role of news media in
the Covid-19 crisis.

Thorsten Quandt and his colleagues
were some of the first to publish research
on this issue. In the early months of 2020,
they observed a flourishing of opinions
regarding the news media coverage of
Covid-19, when facts and data were largely
absent. This gave rise to a study that ad-
dressed this topic and analyzed a broad
sample of German news media and alter-
native news media through computation-
al content analysis. The project started in
March 2020 and was quite intense; white
papers were already published in April and
May 2020 (Boberg, Quandt, Schatto-Eck-
rodt, & Frischlich, 2020; Quandt, Boberg,
Schatto-Eckrodt, & Frischlich, 2020). For
instance, the researchers found that the
coverage of established news media pro-
vided a broad range of positions and con-
cerns but was considerably less negative
in tone than articles in alternative news
media, which disseminated overly criti-
cal messages and opinions. The study at-
tracted a large response from news orga-
nizations around the world, including The
Washington Post and CNN. Large parts of
the coverage were neutral, but there were
also critical reports with inaccurate state-
ments about the study, providing Covid
deniers and conspiracy believers with rhe-
torical material for personal attacks on the
authors. Consequently, Quandt argued
that public science comes with opportuni-

ties and challenges. Especially in democ-
racies, science has a duty to serve society
and to communicate important findings
to concerned publics. This communica-
tion contributes to the social impact of
science. However, scholars must keep in
mind that studies addressing urgent socie-
tal problems can entail great stress, due to
the need to ensure high scientific quality
while working under significant time pres-
sure. Such studies also tend to provoke
more public response and potentially per-
sonal attacks on researchers. The latter are
a particular challenge, considering that
many higher education institutions lack
structures of support or resources to pro-
tect and advise their researchers in such
cases. In general, incentives to engage in
public science are lacking, resulting in the
current, rather insufficient fulfillment of
public science.

From an Austrian perspective, Josef
Trappel supported these observations. He
is the head of an international research
group that is conducting a longitudinal
analysis of media performance in 18 de-
mocracies around the globe and ongoing
changes in media systems. In Septem-
ber 2020, the researchers presented their
latest findings, which shed light on the role
of news media during the Covid-19 crisis
and the changes in newsrooms and media
policies due to the pandemic. “The Media
for Democracy Monitor” (2020a, 2020b)
showed a significant increase in news us-
age and trust in news media, while media
organizations experienced drastic cuts
in advertising revenues at the same time.
With this loss of resources, the media per-
formance in many countries is decreasing
at a time when disinformation is flourish-
ing and accurate information and critical
contextualization of knowledge is need-
ed more than ever. These developments
instigated media policies to reconsider
direct subsidies for media organizations,
in some countries in return for providing
space for public advertising campaigns.
Ahead of the presentation of the results
of this cross-national research project in
April 2021, extracts of specific findings
were communicated via three press re-
leases and attracted broad media interest;
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news media in the 18 participating coun-
tries reported on the research results, most
of them in a neutral tone. In contrast to
what Thorsten Quandt and his colleagues
experienced, no heated controversies or
personal attacks arose.

Finally, Linards Udris provided in-
sights into Swiss research on the role of
news media during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic. Most recently, scholars have shown that
media and communication research rare-
ly contributes to public debates and the
broad dissemination of knowledge (Fiirst,
Vogler, Sorensen, Schifer, & Eisenegger,
2020; Nielsen, 2020). However, the work
of the Forschungszentrum Offentlichkeit
und Gesellschaft (fog) of the University of
Zurich is dedicated to analyzing socially
relevant problems and communicating
their findings to diverse publics and the
news media (see, e.g., fog, 2020). At the
beginning of the corona crisis, the fég re-
ceived several media requests — quicker
than it could actually conduct studies and
provide scientific findings. However, a few
months later, the fog was able to publish
studies that received a substantial re-
sponse in news media and on social me-
dia (Eisenegger, Oehmer, Udris, & Vogler,
2020; Rauchfleisch, Vogler, & Eisenegger,
2020). Their findings indicated that tra-
ditional opinion leaders, such as leading
news media and journalists, also influence
debates on Twitter to a large extent. More-
over, news coverage in the Swiss media
was highly dominated by reports on the
Covid-19 pandemic. The fdg found a gen-
erally high quality of the Covid-19 news
media coverage but also identified certain
deficiencies, such as common lack of con-
textualization of issues, data, and scientif-
ic findings. Linards Udris concluded that
public science is indispensable for society;
that scientists have a duty to produce and
publicly provide knowledge and empirical
evidence; and that public science requires
courage, time, and resources. Moreover,
Udris argued that public science needs to
follow certain rules, as laid out in the char-
ter mentioned above.

All three scholars who shortly present-
ed research projects from DACH countries
aimed to address urgent societal problems

and questions. They publicly communi-
cated their research findings as promptly
as possible in order to inform debates on
news quality, dissemination of disinfor-
mation, and media policy measures (see
charter, preamble, §11), and they received
broad public interest.

4 Discussion

The discussion with all participants of the
preconference first focused on questions
of complexity, accuracy, and comprehen-
sibility. Mark Eisenegger and Linards Udris
emphasized that research projects aiming
to address urgent social problems need to
be conducted in a timely manner; however,
it is even more important that such studies
have a high scientific quality and gener-
ate sound evidence. Dr. Katharina Hajek
(University of Koblenz - Landau) asked
whether we should communicate com-
plex knowledge and insist on using accu-
rate and precise terms, or if this would hin-
der the attention paid to science and the
communication of knowledge altogether.
For instance, scientists could contrib-
ute to the use of accurate terms in public
discourse, such as “conspiracy myths” or
“conspiracy narratives” (instead of “con-
spiracy theories”) and “variant B.1.1.7”
(instead of “British mutant”), thereby re-
ducing the dissemination of misleading
ideas. Generally, Beat Glogger thought this
is a good idea; however, at the beginning
of an emergent problem or topic, one can-
not aim for accuracy and completeness of
all terms and their definitions. During this
phase, he argued, it is more important to
publicly communicate basic insights into
a phenomenon instead of provoking infor-
mation overload or disinterest.

While the preconference mainly fo-
cused on communicating empirical find-
ings, Prof. Dr. Klaus Meier (Katholische
Universitdt Eichstétt-Ingolstadt) raised
the question of how scholars should deal
with normative questions and discussions.
Mark Eisenegger agreed that this is an im-
portant part of public communication sci-
ence. Certain norms and perspectives no
longer need to be argued about, such as
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the importance of human rights, freedom
of speech, and democratic participation.
Communication scholars must defend
and strengthen these values, rights, and
norms. Moreover, they can take normative
positions and communicate normative ev-
idence derived from the field of communi-
cation and media ethics (see charter, §4).

Additionally, the participants were in-
terested in how scientists can and should
deal with public criticism as well as per-
sonal attacks. Matthias Egger said that
intense public criticism can be indeed up-
setting and could endanger mental health.
Therefore, it is important to retain one’s
composure and to focus on other activities,
including leisure time for physical activity.
Beat Glogger stated that resilience comes
not only from getting used to criticism but
also from avoiding reading too much of it.
For instance, it is unnecessary to read all
the comments on social media, especial-
ly when they include lots of hate speech.
Furthermore, it helps to get support from
others or to put one’s energy into prepar-
ing well for public appearances and state-
ments. In terms of supportive structures,
Thorsten Quandt observed that universi-
ties and colleges are often unable to cope
with hate speech and personal insults and
need to do more to protect and support
their employees. Moreover, researchers
should intensify discussion about these is-
sues, share experiences, develop strategies
for coping with public criticism and inci-
vility, and support one another. The PMCS
association has already taken on this issue,
as it organized a workshop on “Communi-
cation science under public pressure” in
November 2020. Marlis Prinzing said that
follow-ups will ensue, with the aim of de-
veloping guidelines.

As to the status quo of public commu-
nication science, Thorsten Quandt argued
that the diverse inputs of the preconfer-
ence have shown a public interest in com-
munication and media research. Thus, the
problem is not that “No one cares what we
know” (Nielsen, 2018), but rather that we
need to take initiative and that we should
not expect journalists to knock on our
doors. This engagement is very impor-
tant for the discipline’s social impact and

contribution to society, although is hard-
ly beneficial for the individual career, as
Quandt and Robertson-von Trotha agreed.
Careers still largely depend on the impact
factor and the quantity of journal articles.
Matthias Egger made very similar obser-
vations. Many scientists in Switzerland do
not take the time to publicly communicate
their findings but rather quickly move on
to work on their next research proposal, in
order to receive funding for a new project
and publish journal articles. This is why;,
generally, only few proposals are seen for
“Agora” projects, which are funded by the
SNSF to stimulate dialogue between sci-
ence and society (https://tinyurl.com/
SNSF-Agora). Josef Trappel wondered
whether scientists are sometimes motivat-
ed but lack the skills to communicate their
research findings in sophisticated ways,
such as informative movies. In general,
however, he agreed that many people talk
about the “third mission” of science and
universities, despite the fact that in prac-
tice this engagement is rarely considered
in the evaluation of scientists. Instead of
complaining about it, we should contrib-
ute to changing these rules: As Trappel
put it, it is also up to us to consider public
engagement when it comes to evaluating
scientists and scientific work. Overall, the
preconference highlighted the importance
of and need for further exchange on issues
of public communication science.
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