
How do we know if and when science makes a difference?

Without effective communication and collaboration between scientist and society at large, it
is very difficult to establish if the research findings that are being produced are making a

meaningful difference in the communities that they are designed to help.

This was highlighted during a webinar titled 'How do we know if and when science makes a

difference? This event was organised by the South African Journal of Science (SAJS) and

hosted by the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf), during National Science Week.

Historically, communication between scientists and society tended to be seen as a one-way

process in which experts provided communities with information in a way that implied that

society will do what they are told to do by authorities because it is “good” for them. Recent

experience shows that this assumption is being increasingly challenged as is demonstrated by

widespread suspicion and public mistrust of scientific pronouncements concerning COVID-19

research which has resulted in communities becoming highly polarised with regard to the roll-

out of vaccinations.

As such the need for user-friendly two-way communication needs to become the norm

between scientists and the end users of their research.

The partnership or collaboration between scientists and society is a strong indication of the

impact of science and research. Unfortunately, feedback or a lack of understanding from

society can have a negative effect on the morale and the work of scientists. In certain cases,

the scientists become disillusioned as the mistrust from society grows. Rapidly increasing

access to information via digital platforms has resulted society becoming far better

informed/misinformed. As such, there is a growing tendency for the public to question
information provided by experts.

It has become increasingly important for effective communication in the science and society

partnership. Scientists need to find a platform on which they are comfortable to

communicate, be that social media, mainstream media, policy documents or any other

method that speaks to society and stakeholders. They need to communicate breakthroughs,

solutions, address social ills and bring awareness and understanding. Scientists need to define

the difference that they want to make and determine whether the difference provides a net

positive outcome for the world.

As in any partnership, it is a two-way street and society has a major role to play in whether

science can and will make a difference. Society needs to support science and encourage

“science for good” and provide positive feedback for people working in science to be able

to see the difference that they make. Society also needs to be open to learning and

accepting the output of scientists.

With science delivering solutions for the benefit of society and society and communities communicating their needs and
challenges, this is a partnership that will ensure an improved live for all.

The panellists were Dr Mwazvita Dalu, Department of Geography, University of South Africa and Open University, UK, Dr

Ernest Dube, School of Natural Resource Management, Nelson Mandela University, and Prof. Jennifer Fitchett, School of

Geography, Archaeology and Environmental Studies, Wits University. The webinar was moderated by Prof Leslie Swartz,
the Editor-in-Chief of the South African Journal of Science.


