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Communication biotech

1. knowledge (awareness)

2. trust (confidence)

3. mediated discourse 

4. risk communication

Add up to: public opinion



Knowledge
• More knowledge does not lead to more support.





Broken Trust, Willem Boshoff, 2012



What makes someone trustworthy?

• Credibility (expertise & competence)

• motivation to be truthful

• warmth

Scientists are typically perceived as competent, but cold.

Consequently, scientists have earned audiences’ respect, but not 
necessarily their trust. 



Trust

•Trust precedes knowledge

•Delivering information does not build 
trust

•Therefore … 
it is more important to build trust
than to try to increase knowledge





“The effect of increasing 
information is valuable 
for its own sake, but is 
best treated as an 
outcome. For policy-
makers wishing to 
increase public 
acceptance of a 
technology such as GM, 
trust comes first.”



Mediated discourse
• Limited evidence that media coverage has a defining influence on 

public opinion

• But …









Risk communication
•Helps people to assess risk

•Perception of risk influences opinion/attitude

• Low risk does not always equate acceptance

•Perception of benefit is also important





• voluntary
• individual’s control
• clear benefits
• natural
• familiar
• affecting everyone equally









Public opinion

•Embedded in culture, values 

•Evolves over time 

•Sharp variances





• Communicate science as a process; uncertainties
• Focus on building trust 
• Seek public input; listen (& echo); show concern
• Know your audiences; what do they want to know?
• Respect your audience; never dismiss people
• Care about the language you use
• Focus on benefits (relevance!)
• Be aware of your own biases
• Humanise the science (and scientists)
• Make emotional connections; wrap facts in ‘warmth’
• Tell stories
• Never hype up, oversell, exaggerate or lie!
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