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Eight science communication research projects have been funded by the European Commission since 2018. These projects are a response to one of the European Commission's ‘Science with and for Society' (SwafS) funding calls — “SwafS-19: Taking stock and re-examining the role of science communication.” Together these projects have received almost €10 million in research funding, and each has been affected to some extent by the COVID-19 global pandemic. This paper provides an overview of the eight projects, how they adapted to the challenges caused by the pandemic, and the subsequent implications for science communication policy and research funding.
INTRODUCTION
SwafS-19
Taking Stock and Re-Examining the Role of Science Communication is a Research and Innovation Action in Section 16, “Science with and for Society” (SwafS), of the European Commission’s 2018–2020 Horizon 2020 Work Programme (European Commission, 2020). Previous iterations of SwafS, under the European Framework programmes FP6 and FP7, were titled “Science and Society,” and “Science in Society,” respectively (Delaney and Tornasi, 2020). SwafS-19 is dedicated to assessing science communication and its perception by citizens to construct a knowledge base that will support the ultimate aim of the Work Programme: to build trust in science and empower citizens through enhanced accuracy of information, more effective communication, and multidirectional knowledge flows between all stakeholders. This builds on two decades of scholars in the field highlighting the need for empirical research and resources to help improve and support science communication (Treise and Weigold, 2002; Nisbet and Scheufele, 2009; Trench and Bucchi, 2010; Fischhoff & Scheufele, 2013). The potential research agenda for science communication has included advocates for better evaluation of science communication (Jensen, 2014) and large-scale public engagement projects (Roche et al., 2017; Jensen et al., 2021), improved strategic communication (Besley, 2020), and the need to find synergies between science communication, science education, public engagement, citizen science, and related research fields (Stilgoe, Lock, and Wilsdon, 2014; Baram-Tsabari and Osborne, 2015; Roche et al., 2020).
The SwafS-19 funding call was launched in 2018 as part of the European Commission’s eighth framework programme, Horizon 2020: the world’s largest multinational research funding programme (Abbott, 2020). The SwafS-19 call was renewed annually for three years, with the final round of submissions invited in April 2020. The 26 applications received in 2020 represented a substantial increase from the previous years; six applications were submitted in 2018, and 18 in 2019. From 49 submissions over three years, a total of eight projects were funded, with an overall investment of almost €10 million (Table 1).
TABLE 1 | All eight projects funded under the European Commission funding call H2020-SwafS-19: “Taking stock and re-examining the role of science communication.”
[image: Table 1]The relevance of the objectives of SwafS-19 was increased in the first instance by the challenges posed directly by the global pandemic, and further heightened by its ripple effects. By extension, the individual objectives of the eight projects assumed a new immediacy during an era marked by rapid and unprecedented change and marred by uncertainty and doubt. This article considers how these projects have contributed to evidence-based science communication in the COVID-19 era by outlining the aims of the eight projects and by contextualising them in light of how the world has changed in the wake of the most widespread public health crisis of the modern era.
INTERNATIONAL SCIENCE COMMUNICATION RESEARCH IN THE COVID-19 ERA
Three projects—CONCISE, RETHINK, and QUEST—were awarded funding in the first SwafS-19 funding call in 2018. Three more—TRESCA, NEWSERA, and ParCos—received funding in 2019, and were initiated in early 2020. The final two—ENJOI and GlobalSCAPE—were funded in 2020 and officially began in 2021. Each project is subdivided into interconnected tasks and work packages, with associated milestones and deliverables. The eight projects tackle the overall objectives of the SwafS-19 funding call in different ways.
CONCISE aims to gain greater understanding of, and insight into, the role of science communication in shaping public perceptions and opinions, and to assess citizens’ trust in institutional sources and channels of information. The project gathered perspectives from 500 citizens across five EU cities on four pressing social and science issues: vaccines, complementary and alternative medicine use, food safety, and climate change. In view of the COVID-19 pandemic, these topics are more relevant than ever. Publications arising from the project findings explore participatory approaches to engaging the public with climate change communication (Dziminska et al., 2021); analyse how science communication is mediated (Delicado et al., 2021); and assess citizen trust in science (Brondi et al., 2021). Published in six languages, the CONCISE Policy Brief is one of a number of open-access resources available.
RETHINK focuses on understanding the digital science communication landscape and how people navigate it in order to make it more open, inclusive, and adaptive. The project has established communities of practice, known as “Rethinkerspaces”, in seven EU countries. The COVID-19 pandemic shifted these communities into digital spaces, and allowed RETHINK to explore public knowledge in the context of “science in the making” and the sources people turned to. RETHINK has produced publications that examine the ecology of digital science communication (Weitkamp et al., 2021); characterise the online practices of scientists undertaking public engagement (Roedema et al., 2021); and chart the implementation of a Delphi study of international science communication scholars (Fähnrich, 2021). Forthcoming work will address quality criteria for science communication in diverse contexts, and will produce training materials for science communicators in the context of COVID-19.
QUEST seeks to better understand the dynamics of contemporary science communication through the three strands of journalism, social media, and science museums. It brings together scientists, science communication professionals, and policy makers in designing tools to support quality science communication, and thus enhance public engagement and trust. QUEST responded to the pandemic by adapting its co-design methodology and moving its activities online, and the project was extended by six months in order to properly disseminate its results. QUEST has produced a number of publications, including an exploration of the fragmented landscape of European science communication (Davies et al., 2021); a study of quality indicators in science communication (Olesk et al., 2021); and insights into the tools created to support science communicators (Mannino et al., 2021). A collection of toolkits for scientists and science communication professionals are available online.
TRESCA focuses primarily on social science by exploring concerns about the effects of misinformation, disinformation, and over-information in relation to public trust in (social) science communication. The project employs large scale experimental survey research as well as qualitative, deliberative research in its methodology, with particular emphasis on addressing misinformation and digital safety; environmental health; automation and the future of skills and work. It responded to the global pandemic by specifically studying how increased online consumption of health information affects trust in science communication and integrating those findings into a Massive Open Online Course to facilitate dialogue between the scientists, journalists, and policy makers navigating the digital environment via visual communication.
NEWSERA analyses and evaluates the complexities of science communication in citizen science as they pertain to data journalism and the quadruple helix of science, policy, industry, and societal stakeholders. The project’s focus is on citizen science initiatives across Europe, taking into account iterative feedback loops and the multidirectional flow of information, as well as the specific tools and strategies required by different stakeholders. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a surprisingly positive impact on the project. The move from face-to-face to virtual events has facilitated a significant increase in the number of citizen science projects participating in #CitSciComm Labs—from four projects per lab to 38—as well as an increase in the number of representative stakeholders involved in the co-creation activities within each lab. The labs have also been delocalised to the countries involved, enabling the activities to be conducted in local languages.
ParCos utilises arts-based methods to create interactive stories and narratives from scientific data. Its central aim is to convert science communication into a widely accessible and cultural activity, and as such, the project adopts an iterative and co-creative process in order to change the manner in which science is communicated. The project is designed to enable audiences to interpret scientific data for themselves, and the contribution of diverse perspectives is encouraged. The outbreak of COVID-19 pushed ParCos to shift the majority of its activities online. Conducting data drama and other arts-based practices online was particularly difficult, because relationship-building and trust are crucial to the experience. ParCos was able to rise to this challenge by creating a fully immersive theatre experience that was streamed live to participants at home.
ENJOI centres on standards, principles, and indicators in science communication in order to address the prevalence of misinformation. Current issues, such as the global pandemic and the climate crisis are highlighted as key areas where misinformation must be tackled within a reliable framework of policies and actions that are grounded in science. Journalism is a core focus of the project, and the pandemic has underlined the significance of journalists as mediators in influencing and determining both public debate and public trust in science. Along with a series of public reports and research papers, the legacy of ENJOI will be a permanent platform for collaborative science journalism efforts, training, mutual learning, sharing of research outcomes, suggestions, and indications for policies. This ‘Observatory for outstanding open science communication’ aspires to become a reference point for innovations in science journalism and science communication, and their diffusion throughout the international community.
GlobalSCAPE uses diary studies to investigate the experiences of science communicators in parts of the world where their voices have been traditionally under-represented. Due to the pandemic, the project launch was delayed to plan for all aspects of the project to take place online if needed, including workshops, open educational resources, and policy briefings.
DISCUSSION
The inclusion of Science Communication as a topic under SwafS in the 2018–2020 Work Programme emerged from an interim evaluation of Horizon 2020, which demonstrated the need for greater engagement with civil society. In a subsequent report in 2020, science communication was recognised as central to the European Commission’s goal of building trust between science and society in order to better meet societal challenges: “In essence, science communication entails presenting science related topics in a format which is designed for and understandable by the intended audience and remains faithful to the evidence” (Delaney and Tornasi, 2020, p. 15).
Since that report was published, at an early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic, the relationship between science and society has become increasingly salient. The initiation of the eight SwafS-19 science communication research projects during a public health crisis has provided a unique opportunity to explore how aspects of that relationship have changed. Perceptions of risk, uncertainty, credibility, and democracy have all received unprecedented attention in public discourse. The SwafS-19 objective of assessing science communication and its perception by citizens, with an underlying aim of building trust in science through clearer avenues of communication between all stakeholders, enhanced societal participation, and greater understanding of science, is tailor-made for confronting the challenges created by the pandemic.
The overall pre-pandemic goal of the projects in 2018 was to take stock of current changes in the landscape of science, innovation, and its communication, and from this basis, to empower citizens through enhanced accuracy of information and more effective knowledge-transfer. This goal has become far more pressing in the intervening years. With the outbreak of the pandemic and need for swift, drastic, and often contested decision-making, it has also become evident that effective science communication must be a fundamental component of policy-making, especially in terms of emergency and disaster management and climate communication (Kahan, 2012; Chinn et al., 2020; Koerber, 2021). The pandemic has also brought about dramatic changes to how large-scale research projects can be implemented, with wholesale conversion to online conferences and virtual events (Amemado, 2020; Klöwer et al., 2020; Niner et al., 2020; Roche et al., 2021a; Roche et al., 2021b). These challenges have highlighted that there is more need than ever for researchers and practitioners to harness their shared science communication expertise (Jensen and Gerber, 2020).
The SwafS-19 projects have produced research outputs to help reinterpret and rethink science communication in light of this ever-changing landscape (Kupper et al., 2021). Each project maintains a separate website so that project details, outputs, and data from the ongoing research remain publicly accessible. The links to the project websites are listed in Table 1. The projects are not without limitations. To adhere to the guidelines of the Horizon 2020 Work Programme, each project consortium involves organisations from at least three European countries and all project budgets are kept below €1.4 million. A more restrictive constraint is the timeline for the projects, with the work for each project expected to be completed within two to three years. This provides a challenge for longitudinal science communication research in particular.
Although SwafS will not be included as a standalone pillar of research funding in Horizon Europe (the next framework programme of the European Commission) many of the same themes and topics will be addressed in Section 11 of the Work Programme: “Widening participation and strengthening the European Research Area” (European Commission, 2021). Dedicated science communication funding may be reduced from the previous funding programme, but public engagement may receive more broad attention throughout Horizon Europe (Gerber, 2018; European Commission, 2021). As the eight SwafS-19 projects continue to produce research outputs, support the field of science communication, and potentially influence future policy over the coming years, they will serve as an appraisal of whether the approach of funding large-scale science communication research projects is a worthwhile endeavour. Regardless of how the field is funded, the science communication community faces new responsibilities in how to communicate science in uncertain times. The pandemic heralded a renewed call to rebuild trust between science and society, and it is up to researchers, educators, and policy-makers around the world to seize the opportunity to rebuild that trust (Andrews-Fearon et al., 2020).
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