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What is “science 
communication” anyway?

Bruce V. Lewenstein
Departments of Communication and 

of Science & Technology Studies
Cornell University

 Public understanding 
of science (PUS)

 Public engagement 
in/with science and 
technology (PEST)

 Public Learning and 
Understanding of 
Science (PLUS)

 Learning science in 
informal environments 
(LSIE or ISLE)

 Outreach

 or…?
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What the science community calls it

Models of PUS/PEST/PLUS/etc.

Deficit model
– Deficit model

– Contextual model

Public engagement model
– Lay knowledge model

– Dialogue/public engagement model
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Deficit model

Longstanding concerns about lack of public 
knowledge

More knowledge is better (“fill the deficit”)
– Measures of scientific knowledge

– Best known: biennial NSF survey of public 
knowledge and attitudes 

Many excellent educational materials 
produced

Deficit model
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Scientific literacy questions (correct answers)

Center hot Electrons smaller Univ explosion Continents move

Earth around sun Antibiotics kill viruses Humans from earlier species

Revised Deficit: Contextual model
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Public Engagement Model
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Public engagement in science

Consensus conferences

Citizen juries

Deliberative technology assessment

Science shops

Builds on lay knowledge/expertise
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Public participation

Public participation
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Deficit model

Contextual model

Focus: Information delivery Focus: Engaging the public

Public engagement 
model

Lay knowledge
model

Deficit model

Contextual 
model

Lay knowledge
model

Public engagement
model
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