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The scientific wealth of nations

King (2004)
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Introduction

Results of science:

• Publications
• Patents
• Products
• Personnel (you!)
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Science and the public

The interaction of science and the public suffers from a key
problem:

• Scientists are experts who produce primary literature
• The public rarely reads primary literature
• The connection is through the media

In the words of Edward Tufte:

http://www.edwardtufte.com/bboard/q-and-a-fetch-msg?msg_id=0001to
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Important issues in science communication

• Recency of evidence decides relevance of evidence (E.
Tufte)

Readership of scientific information

Reviewers of submitted journal manuscript: 2-4
Readers of primary article: 100
Readers of abstract: 1,000
Readers of a news report: 100,000
Readers of the advertisement of the product: 1,000,000

The original content was repackaged several times along the
way!
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Consequences of the repackaging of science

• From primary to secondary report: Edit, clarify, interpret,
summarize, simplify, over-simplify, spin, tart up, mess up
(E. Tufte)→ Evidence corruption

• Secondary presentation may limit access to primary
report: Copyrights, costly subscriptions, overreaching
claims of corporate privilege or government secrecy
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http://www.edwardtufte.com/bboard/q-and-a-fetch-msg?msg_id=0001to


The dilemma of scientists

Without publicity a terrible thing happens - nothing (– P. T.
Barnum)

• Self-marketing of scientists
• Self-marketing of institutions (e.g., universities)

A pitch culture is a result:

• Exaggerated claims
• (Over-) simplification
• Cherry picking: Report only results that fit your goals
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Conflict areas involving (crop) science

• Global change: Real or not?
• Pesticides: Large scale pollution of the environment or
not?

• Organic vs. industrial agriculture
• GMO technology vs. classical plant breeding
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How is science used for fighting these wars?

LabTimes 07/2013 – labtimes.org
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Further reading

• Grimes (2019) - An Essay about the interaction of scientists
with the public
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