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The price of trust — a response to Weingart and Guenther
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In response to Weingart and Guenther [2016], this essay explores the
issue of trust in science communication by situating it in a wider
communications culture and a longer historical period. It argues that the
popular scientific culture is a necessary context not only for professional
science, but also for the innovation economy. Given that the neutrality of
science is a myth, and that science communication is much like any other
form of communication, we should not be surprised if, in an innovation
economy, science communication has come to resemble public relations,
both for science and for science-based innovations. The public can be
sceptical of PR, and may mistrust science communication for this reason.

History of public communication of science; Participation and science
governance; Public engagement with science and technology

All communication has to be trustworthy to some extent, if it is to achieve any
purpose. Communication forges communities, which maintain and identify
themselves by talk. Talk establishes common sense and mutual understanding.
Most of the time, most people are not mistaken or lying, which helps us get along.
We do not think about these everyday exchanges very much. They are subject to
what Giddens has called “civil inattention”: to ensure the smooth running of society,
we routinely trust all our familiar institutions and relationships, and rarely
question or comment on what is happening around us [Giddens, 1990]. Most
scientific change is quiet: when we read about science in the news, overwhelmingly
we want to consume what it offers. When we question science, such events are so
rare and so surprising that they become scandals [Beck, 1992].

Weingart and Guenther [2016] have explored the assertion that not only science but
also science communication is losing public trust. They argue that the accessibility
of new media, and the broad array of authors they enable, have raised doubts
about the credibility of science communication. They also argue that the
involvement of nation-states undermines the credibility of science communication.
I will add another perspective, but first I note three significant achievements of
science studies. We now accept, as a field, that the neutrality of science is a myth.
Science is not, and has never been, neutral, and scientists are not disinterested,
however hard some practitioners may strive so to be [Shapin, 2008]. The second
achievement of science studies is the idea that science communication sits within
the social continuum of scientific practice [Collins and Pinch, 1979; Lewenstein,
1995]. The third is that science communication, in any medium, is primarily
communication, like any other in that medium, and only in minor ways special or
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different because it is about science [Shinn and Whitley, 1985; Gregory and Miller,
1998; Gregory, 2011]. In this light, then, we have little reason to expect that science
communication will be, or has ever been, neutral; but it is not ‘tainted” by interests:
this would suggest some previous pure state of neutrality, which never was.
Science communication is simply interested, as are most, if not all, of our
communicative acts. So perhaps it is not surprising that questions about the
trustworthiness of science communication are being raised now, when the present
era is characterised by a widespread scepticism and an awareness of the grave
inequalities that the exercise of private interests has brought about [Beck, 1992;
Giddens, 1990; Wagner, 2008].

My vision of science communication’s past differs from Weingart and Guenther’s,
but since science communication embraces a wide range of actors, styles,
allegiances, knowledges and interests, there are points where we overlap. Weingart
and Guenther refer to science communication emerging as a counterpoint to the
new institutionalised, professionalised science of the 19th century; I would argue
that its historical roots go deeper than this [Fyfe and Lightman, 2007; Morus, 1998;
Stewart, 1992]. There is historical evidence for the public communication of natural
knowledge by plural and diverse people that long predates both the formal
defining of the word “science’ in its contemporary meaning, and the emergence of
the professional scientist. People made money from science communication, in
theatres, parlours, marketplaces and fairs, and whether they were trusted or not is
a question that we can ask under conditions of historical contingency and cultural
relativism, but which is difficult to answer empirically: there was certainly room
for charlatans in that world, as there was (and indeed still is) in every sphere of life.
In any case, what would these communicators be trusted for? An insight, a cure, a
voyage into the sublime [Huang, 2015], or just a good night out? As we know,
repeated attempts by the scientific community to license or otherwise control
popular science have always failed, which suggests it has autonomy and
momentum that are independent of institutionalised science.

These centuries of history give the public communication of natural knowledge, be
it mathematics, astronomy, botany, medicine or mechanics, a secure niche in the
cultural life of Europe. It is not a by-product of the specialisation of scientists, but
the social foundation upon which the specialists found their feet.

I also extend the timeframe of Weingart and Guenther’s perspective on science
communication and politics. Governments — or ‘rulers” at least — also have had a
long-standing interest in natural knowledge [Shapin, 2008]. In the classical era, and
since the Renaissance, queens, princes, and wealthy elites have hosted expert
advisers with special knowledge, in order to encourage manufacture, support
expeditions and expansions, and interpret the world. In 1808, Napoleon
commissioned a report on the state of the sciences in France from the naturalist
Georges Cuvier, who asserted the role of public scientific communication in
bringing coherence and efficiency to their disrupted nation [Cuvier, 2011]. Prince
Albert, husband to Queen Victoria, inspired and produced one of the greatest
spectacles of the nineteenth century, the Great Exhibition, in London, which tied
scientific knowledge, technical achievement and spectacular entertainment to the
aspirations of the Empire [Auerbach, 1999]. Not only that, but the Great Exhibition
was competitive: by drawing together the people and products from around the
world, Albert could highlight the strengths and weaknesses of British industry, and
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alert us to rivals elsewhere. So the communication of science for political ends is
neither novel, nor unique to our age.

So what is it that raises questions about the trustworthiness of science
communication today? This is a live issue among science journalists in Europe,
who debated the problems of independence and interests at their 2016 Conference,
as they had in 2014 [European Conference of Science Journalists 2016; Autzen, 2014].
One answer to this question, which is particular to our age, now, lies in the
acceleration of commercialisation in science, and the transformation this has
wrought in science communication. In short, science communication makes money.
I am not saying here, like Weingart and Guenther, that “there is money in the game”:
I am saying money is the game. Science communication is, in our time, a weapon in
the battle for commercial supremacy in the market.

Commerecialisation is the dominant theme of U.K. science policy. Scientific
knowledge has become a commodity: it is the basic raw material of our age. If we
look at the place of science communication in the U.K. government during this
time, we can see it under the ministerial labels Culture, in the early 1990s, then
Education and Science, then Trade and Industry, and now Business, Industry and
Skills. The wider public, who were welcome in science communication as Culture,
were progressively marginalised as the focus shifted towards Business [Thorpe and
Gregory, 2010]. At same time, public money for science communication research
has privileged economically strategic technologies such as biotechnology and
nanotechnology (and research begets research) (see table 1). These funding
priorities suggest that science communication is being used as a form of
governance, and for economic reasons.

Table 1. Despite botany, robotics and cosmology being staples of popular science, the pub-
lished research in science communication journals shows much greater attention being paid
to commercially significant science and technology (searched in August 2016).

Search term Items returned
Science Communication | Public Understanding of Science

Biotechnology 190 410

Chemistry 125 183

Nanotechnology | 121 178

Botany 25 34

Robotics 22 13

Cosmology 14 29

Science seems to have cast off the taboo of “profit” [Shapin, 2008]: it is now a
positive attribute in science to be concerned with making things that will sell. The
funding of research by corporations, and links between corporations and
universities, have blurred the lines between private interests and public knowledge
[Bauer and Gregory, 2007].

At the same time, matters of basic science, such as particle physics and space
exploration, are also being promoted. The recent news of ‘Starshot’, a proposed
space probe to another galaxy, suggests that there is no limit to what science can do
[Ghosh, 2016]. The history of science is littered with such promise; and less so with
the outcomes of these ambitious schemes. The protagonists in this particular story
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are two digital entrepreneurs, Mark Zuckerberg and Yuri Milner, and Stephen
Hawking, a celebrity scientist.

The important context of these changes is the novel and all-pervasive condition of
late capitalism, and the West’s innovation economy. An innovation economy
should perhaps be called an ‘innovation society’, as, according to economist Joseph
Schumpeter [Jessop, 2002], it relies on an extended network of conditions, resources
and attitudes that pervades society: not just on entrepreneurs, and their training
and tax-breaks, but also on risk-taking financiers, adaptable manufacturers, spaces
for marketing, crafty retailers, enthusiastic consumers and a public that welcomes
novelty. (It is worth noting that innovation has not always been seen in a positive
light: in seventeenth-century England, innovators risked being seen as at least
nefarious, if not heretical and treacherous [ Yamamoto, 2011; Godin, 2015].)

In the U K., the neoliberal turn of the 1980s was fundamental to the pursuit of an
innovation economy. It extended market logic to institutions previously
understood as public goods, such as hospitals and schools. Science is one such
institution, and science is fundamental to the innovation economy, which in turn
relies on public acceptance of science. This privatisation of knowledge-production
brings with it corporate-style communication [Bauer and Gregory, 2007]. So we
have shifted, in science communication, from the logic and values of journalism to
the logic and values of corporate communication: that is, media-led activities have
been replaced by source-driven reporting of science. At the same time, and despite
apparent controversies, our media science has become generally positive about
science [Bauer, 2012], even for contested areas such as GM technology [Morse,
2016], which suggests that the advocates have outrun the activists in mobilising the
public sphere.

Science communication is very important in an economy committed to innovation,
because it provokes, and assists in, the production of the social meanings that bring
novel products to life. Communication makes promised innovations real in the
social world, sometimes long before they exist (if they ever will). The public
contributes (unpaid) work in this innovation economy when they consume,
respond to and think about these communications, giving meaning to the proposed
new products, and turning them into social and public realities [Thorpe and
Gregory, 2010]. These realities should, according to the aims of an innovation
economy, exhibit the positive values of the new developments. This kind of science
news constructs the public as both workers and customers: it prepares them for the
next innovation, by enrolling them in producing it.

The news also contributes to a culture of expectation. The expectations become
end-products in themselves, that can be bought and sold as news stories. Very few
of these expectations are rewarded with new things in the world, but it is easy to
manufacture new expectations to take their place.

How do we ensure positive news? Since the 1980s, there has been a huge growth in
the job market for press officers in scientific institutions [Gopfert, 2007]. A good
press officer will produce press releases that further his or her employer’s interests,
and protect it from criticism. There are now in our mass media fewer jobs for
independent science journalists, greater corporate control of the journalism that
media institutions produce, faster turnaround times, and a greater role for
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advertisers. In this high-pressure context, press releases become an important
professional resource for journalists [Granado, 2011; Macnamara, 2015].

This situation is acknowledged in science journalism globally, but it takes on
particular significance in our innovation economy. The extensive use of press
releases in the production of science news, even by public-interest institutions,
brings the values and styles of corporate communication into the mass media.
Science news looks and reads like advertising, and not just about the science in
question, but also about policy aspects such as the value of science in general, and
the need for change. The public notices this: as Hardt and Negri [2000]! argue:

The media have long positioned themselves as the voice or even the conscience
of the People in opposition to the power of states and the private interests of
capital. ...It has long been clear, however, that the media are in fact often not
very independent from capital on the one hand and states on the other.

Thus the values of corporate communications in an innovation economy produce
science journalism that furthers private interests. Public relations is misnamed in
the sense that it is often not about reaching ‘as many people as possible’, as
Weingart and Guenther assert, but about reaching the people who matter
economically: it is often aimed primarily at informing markets and shareholders,
rather than empowering, enlightening and activating the public.

We can recognise this new science journalism [Bauer and Gregory, 2007]:

— The tone of the coverage will be celebratory rather than cautious or sceptical;
— Journalists will be reluctant to act as watchdogs;

— The ‘events’ that confer the ‘now’ of news need not be real events in the
world, but managed events, such as press conferences and journal
publications;

— Public debate and controversy will appear all the more unruly compared to
the managed politeness of the press conference;

— The ordinary scientist will appear less in the mass media, and instead we will
see a few scientific stars and corporate chiefs, who will appear repeatedly
(such as the advocates of ‘Starshot’);

— Our scientific role models will be corporations, not people;
— The public will be treated not as active citizens but as passive consumers; and

— Our public sphere will become a ‘shop window” for science.

This co-option of the public sphere for science by commercial interests, within
government and without, is the inevitable outcome of ways in which our
late-capitalist society and our social relations are structured by the innovation
economy. Not only does this process bring the values of the commercial
marketplace to the public sphere for science, but it also attracts the mistrust that

1As examples of scholarship on this point, they offer Said [1981] and Herman and Chomsky [1988].
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