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Book Reviews

The title intrigued me. 
Was it a challenge of the 
sort that a teacher might 
make in the first class after 
lunch, when his students’ 
eyes were drifting out 
of the window in erotic 
fantasy, like Debussy’s 
faun? Or did it imply 
genuine concern, a 
burden to communicate, 
a fear that important 
information might not 
be getting through? What 
sort of book would it be?

When it arrived I had 
further questions even 
before opening it. Why 

had the publisher chosen to eschew capital letters for the title? 
Was this an attempt to attract readers of e e cummings? The 
author’s name and the strapline ‘a scientist’s guide to talking 
to the public’ were in capitals. It was a quaint little volume, 
with an orange dust cover, reminiscent of the Everyman and 
World’s Classics imprints of the early twentieth century.

So far, so quirky. It is, of course, an important subject. 
Scientific method underpins our understanding of how 
living things and the world around us work, the nature of 
the universe, and the ways in which the technological tools 
and entertainments we take for granted are developed. Yet in 
word association the word ‘scientist’ is liable to be followed 
by ‘mad’, Albert Einstein is remembered as much for his 
unruly hair as for his theory of relativity, and Professor Frink 
from The Simpsons is gauche, incomprehensible, and afflicted 
with nervous tics.

The world of science has its work cut out to cut through 
prejudices that science is dull, hard, and irrelevant. It has 
also had its fingers burned at times by journalists more 
eager for a good story than for accurate communication of 
research findings.

Enter, Cornelia Dean, science writer and former editor 
at the New York Times, who teaches the communication 
of science at Harvard University. Hers is a serious book, 
which does indeed lay down a challenge to scientists – to 
engage with journalists, and to improve thereby the public’s 
understanding of their work. 

The book is in essence a “how to” guide, but written 
in continuous prose, broken up by a very occasional text 
table, and not an algorithm to be found. It is very much 
an American book, referring almost entirely to American 
journalism and the American public. A reader looking for 
something along the lines of Ben Goldacre’s Bad Science 
would be disappointed – this book covers different territory 
and in a very different style. Laughs at the expense of inept 

scientific communicators and scurrilous journalists will not 
be found.

It is a thoughtful book, and a scientist with a wish to 
communicate more widely than among his/her colleagues 
can learn from it. The author emphasises the problem of 
widespread ignorance of science among the general public, 
and illustrates how this, along with the very brief periods 
of time or small spaces in print media offered for scientific 
topics, make it hard to get accurate messages across. She 
also provides examples of the ways in which policy makers 
appropriate scientific ideas for reasons that have more to do 
with values than hypotheses and facts.

The book offers suggestions for working with journalists in 
different media – print, broadcast, and online. Considerable 
detail is given to the interaction between scientist and 
journalist, including tensions between scientists’ tendencies 
to focus on limitations and subtlies when a journalist wants a 
clear, succinct take-home message.

A whole chapter is devoted to public relations departments, 
including the importance of accurate press releases, handling 
press conferences, and how to present bad news. The author 
also advises on strategies to use if asked to act as an expert 
witness in legal cases, and provides a salutory reminder that 
while in science it is unethical to conceal “uncomfortable 
data” the same does not apply in legal arguments. In a chapter 
entitled “Making policy” she warns of the frustration of being 
asked for advice by politicians only to find that scientific facts 
and opinions may count for little when decisions are made. 
Wisely, she advises scientists to be aware of whether they are 
offering personal or professional opinions or speaking as 
representatives of an institution.

She suggests potential vehicles for messages you may want 
to put across – blogs, comment pieces in newspapers, science 
cafés, books, public speaking – and offers sensible advice for 
keeping out of the trouble that results – for example, from 
careless drafting and failing to insist on having your quotes 
read back to you. In essence, however, the author challenges 
scientists to emerge from their laboratories and tell the world 
what they do, why it matters, and do so clearly.
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“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a 
scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—
neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make 
words mean so many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to 
be master-that’s all.”

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, 1871


