
The science of why 
people do (or don’t!) 

care about your science 
message

Sustainable Biotech Innovation Symposium 2020
Monday, 2 March 2020

Dr Marina Joubert
Stellenbosch University



Science has 
“the facts”!





Once they have the 
facts, they will be on 
our side, right?



But, how do 
people 
process 
information 
and decide?



Facts are 
important, 
but …



Facts don’t 
always 
convince …









Human nature …

• Prior views

• Social cues

• Cognitive shortcuts

• Emotions

•We often 
respond 
based on 
how we feel 



research * evidence * experts * institutions *facts

Science

Communication
values * interpretation * filters * emotions *feelings





Bombarding people with facts make 
scientists appear competent,

but cold.



People respond 
to warmth; 

people look for 
emotional 
connections



Facts may backfire
• More information may lead to more 

concern 

• People have a strong ‘my side bias’

• Once formed, opinions are incredibly 
resistant to change

• People are more interested in 
winning arguments than rational 
reasoning





Maggie’s tips

•Don’t argue with 
beliefs
•Listen
•Be human
•Don’t be scared 
to show 
vulnerability



“Lay people are more likely to 
trust and engage with science 
when they learn that researchers 
are human beings, fallible and 
conflicted.”



1.Feelings & emotions
2.Images
3.Meaningful calls to action
4.Telling better stories



Evidence shows that …

•People like information that 
aligns with their values and 
views, and makes them feel 
good, proud, happy.

•People avoid/reject 
information that challenges 
or threatens them, or make 
them feel bad or guilty.



Also …

•People respond to specific, 
do-able calls to action



Frame it!
Focus on what 

people care about





Beware of science PR!
There is no such thing as value-free facts
Be aware of embedded biases
Don’t focus on “benefits” only
Acknowledge uncertainty
Aim for open dialogue





Communicating 
science is 
complex and 
depends on …

Topic

Relevance

Feelings

Context



Facts are the core,
but emotion 
is the key.


