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1. Summary & Introduction

In the summer of 2017, Science|Business launched a survey on the impact of research and innovation on 
the future of our continent, in partnership with the Estonian Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union. Over 1,000 responses were received, offering insight into the barriers faced in this area, whether 
they be issues with communicating research and its impacts, generating support among the voting public, 
or striving for better use of research in informing policy making. The report that follows summarises 
these responses to help the Estonian Presidency in the development of the Tallinn Call for Action on 
research impact.

Promoted through Science|Business newsletters, mailings and social media as well as those associated 
with the Estonian Presidency, the survey reached people from every Member State of Europe as well as 
further afield. This extensive reach has yielded excellent results: 1,029 responses, including 42 European 
states as well as the USA, Australia, Israel and more. The largest numbers of responses came from people 
based in Belgium (154), presumably because the EU institutions are located there. After that, the largest 
responses were from the Netherlands (119), Germany (89), the United Kingdom (86), France (63), Italy 
(52) and Spain (51). More than half the respondents are members of the academic community, whilst 
about a third work for businesses and public institutions. Full details of the demographics for this study 
can be found in Appendix 1 at the end of this document. Given the mechanisms used to reach respondents 
we must note that, as intended, they are likely to represent a population that is already engaged in issues 
of research impact and policymaking; this is particularly visible and relevant in the answers given for 
the open-ended questions. Quantitative data were put through standard statistical analyses, whilst the 
open-ended questions were treated as qualitative data, analysed for emerging themes, with a selection of 
responses representing those themes quoted in the report below.

The results strongly suggest that there are communications issues limiting the impact that can be 
achieved from research. This is perceived by respondents to be caused by three main problems:
1. The successes of science and innovation, their role in our lives, and their benefits to society, are not 

effectively communicated to the public at large.
2. Policymakers are not engaged enough with science and innovation, and it is not clear how scientific 

evidence informs their decision making, if at all.
3. Scientists do not have the skills or mechanisms needed to effectively communicate their research 

findings to policymakers or the public.

When it comes to understanding public engagement with, and enthusiasm for, research, science and 
technology, respondents were conscious of the impact of context, highlighting the important role of 
education and socio-economic wellbeing on the public’s ability to be engaged and to trust the evidence 
they are being presented. 

For policymakers, respondents felt more transparency about decision making was needed, with clearer 
routes for the public voice to be included. They called for use of scientific evidence to be clearly identified, 
with caution raised over the use of evidence supplied by organisations with a financial interest in the 
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outcomes. Unscientific use of selected studies as evidence to reinforce ideological positions or enable 
supporters in their profit-generating activities was seen to lead to distrust - not just of policymakers but 
also of scientists. 

Respondents also called for better communication of scientific results from the scientists themselves, 
through the upskilling and training of scientists, or the creation of intermediary programmes and 
resources to bridge the gap between scientists and policymakers. Whilst much has been done in some 
areas of Europe to start building skills into the researcher population, other studies have shown that 
training alone will not solve the problems faced; culture change is needed to support this work, and that 
means investment of time and expertise. 

Finally, whilst it is common in European policy making to use the term science to represent all research, 
respondents reminded us that social science and the humanities have significant impacts too. In 
particular, they highlighted the important work of these disciplines in working towards a more equal 
society, in developing the mechanisms for the welfare state, and in developing and anticipating economic 
and business systems that are now used internationally. As other studies have shown, these subject areas 
are well proven in terms of their ability to engage policymakers and publics, with lessons that could 
be transferred to science and technology disciplines. Collaboration and support for multidisciplinary 
projects may well provide one way of increasing the impact of all research.
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2. The role of science and technology in European 
society

Science and technology are vital to the future of Europe. Respondents felt most strongly about this issue, 
90% of them agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement, in line with opinions expressed in recent 
Eurobarometer polls (DG COMM 2013, DG RTD 2014). Agreement and disagreement were split evenly 
across respondent categories, as shown in Figure 1. 

This strong feeling of support for science and technology provides the context for the analysis that follows 
in the rest of this report. Respondents were challenged to consider the role of science and technology 
in society and the ways in which researchers, policymakers and the public interact, and they took that 
challenge on well, giving us detailed responses and informed critiques of the systems currently in place. 
Despite the strong support for science and technology from the respondents, they were less sure of the 
general support within their countries. Whilst strong support was felt by some, particularly those based 
in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands, the most common response was that science and technology 
are considered to be “sometimes useful, sometimes not”, as shown in figures 2a and 2b. In figure 2b we 
have focused on those countries that gave the largest numbers of responses as this data is most reliable; 
from this graph it can be seen that a lack of understanding of science is considered to be as prevalent as 
strong support for science. Fear of science, and disinterest in science, only featured in a limited fashion; 
the apparently strongest responses come from Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Norway 
and Portugal, but as the response rate from these countries was low (<30) this cannot be considered 
statistically significant. It is also important to note the international nature of these respondents; some 

Figure 1: Responses to the question “How important for our future is it to have strong science and technology in Europe?”
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indicated in their responses that whilst they might be based in one country, they were responding on 
behalf of their native country.
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Figure 2a and 2b: Responses to the question “How do you think most people in your country feel about science and technology?
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This perception of public apathy for science and technology is also evident when considering the role 
of individuals in representing science and technology. When asked to consider what the public thinks 
about scientists, technical experts, innovators and entrepreneurs, respondents told us that scientists and 
other technical experts are either trusted or considered unimportant in equal amounts. On the other 
hand, innovators and other risk-takers generated stronger opinions from the respondents, both positive 
and negative. And they were considered to be much less boring than scientists, as shown in figure 3.

 

Having established that respondents have an image of science as important, it is interesting to question 
what drives their answers. One obvious factor is the evidence of significant contributions to society. 
When asked to identify those scientific achievements that have contributed most to European life, 
respondents identified the discovery of DNA structure, linked to the development of cloning, gene-
editing and other DNA technologies, as their first choice. Figure 4 shows how respondents ranked 
various scientific contributions; it should be noted that they were asked to vote for two from the list.

Figure 3: Responses to the questions “How do you think most people today feel about scientists and other 
technical experts?” and “How do you think most people today feel about innovators and other risk-takers?”

Figure 4: Responses to the question “Over the past few generations, there have been many advances in science and technology to 
which Europe has made a big contribution. From the list below, pick two that you think have had the biggest impact.”
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As well as those achievements listed in the question, respondents used the “other” category to recognise 
the other ways impact can be felt in science and technology; and a popular comment was to recognise 
the importance of European work on supporting gender equality in science and the improvements this 
enables for research. Gender equality is an issue championed by the European Commission, as well as 
research institutes and learned societies throughout Europe and is currently a funding stream in Horizon 
2020. Participants also suggested work on human rights, the welfare state, economics and business as 
having massive impacts on society and in some cases science too. And this work is not yet done; Europe 
faces rapid and large societal changes that respondents felt should be governed by policies based on 
evidence. Figures 5a and 5b show us that climate change and the environment are the issues people are 
most concerned about regarding the use of evidence; this is perhaps not surprising given the recent 
controversies over climate change denial, particularly in the US, that initiated the March for Science 
movement in early 2017. Figure 5b in particular shows that whilst there is some country-by-country  
variation over the other topics, the importance of using evidence to support policies around climate 
change held equally strong importance for respondents irrespective of geographical location1.

1 The exception to this was for countries where fewer than 5 responses were made in total, so is statistically very insignificant.
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Figures 5a and 5b: Responses to the question “Lots of political issues these days involve scientific knowledge. From the list below, 
select the two topics on which you think the scientific evidence should be paramount in any political decision.”
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3. How the public and policymakers engage with 
science and technology

Having established that there are several critical issues where respondents felt it was vital that scientific 
evidence be used to support policymaking, it makes sense to explore the barriers that might prevent 
better use of research in this way. Public opinion and policy making are unequivocally linked, so through 
several of the survey questions we challenged respondents to consider the relationships between how 
policymaking is done, the evidence we want to inform it, and public opinion. Figure 6 shows that whilst 
respondents felt strongly that politicians should be listening more often to scientific evidence, they were 
not convinced that scientists have the skills needed to engage with the politicians. 

 

Opinions were divided as to the value of scientists trying to engage policymakers; an equal number 
of responses suggested that public feeling will count more or less to the policymakers than scientific 
evidence. These opinions were split evenly across respondents as shown in figure 7. Although responses 
from media representatives showed a slight trend towards disagreeing with the statement, their response 
rate was so low that it may not be statistically significant.

Figure 6: Responses to the question “How do you feel about the following statements?”
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When challenged to consider the question “How can we get politicians to listen more often to scientific 
advice”, respondents did reiterate the concern above about the need for researchers to have better 
communication skills, but more importantly for there to be mechanisms to support this work. Improved 
linkage between policymakers and science was the strongest theme; to better enable these links, some 
respondents called for the creation of communications channels between scientists and policymakers: 

There should be a public service at every level (EU, MS, regional, local), or even at the source 
(university or research centre) that can translate the current scientific knowledge into policy 
recommendations, and vice-versa: translating the needs from politicians to questions that scientists 
can answer. This could be achieved by online platforms or enquiry services (for example http://oppla.
eu/ask-oppla)  and/or with regular participatory workshops involving experts + citizens + policy-
makers. One key component is language: we should translate scientific advice to every language, so 
local politicians and citizens can understand (politicians often follow citizens demands...).

Some advocated for the establishment of advisory organisations and posts, whilst others encouraged 
politicians to be more involved in science generally:

Firstly, good scientific advice doesn’t tell the politicians what to do, it only gives options and states 
consequences. To get the politician to listen more to scientific advice, they need to be informed by 
their closest advisers, and also, we just need to elect the ones who have scientific advice on their 
program/campaign.

To better enable science to feature in the campaigning, scientists were also challenged to get more 
involved in politics themselves. This respondent calls on the public to choose scientific candidates at the 
voting polls:

Vote for scientists or people with a scientific background/understanding who embark on a political 
career. (E.g. German Chancellor Angela Merkel is a physicist)

The other major theme was that the structures of policymaking are not yet fit for purpose. Some 
respondents felt that consultation should be mandatory for all policy decisions. This included the need 

Figure 7: Responses to the question “How do you feel about the following statement? - It doesn’t matter what scientists say – what counts is 
how people feel about an issue”
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for better scientific consultation:

Institutionalise it. Make it a formal requirement to ask an independent scientific body to advise on 
certain policy issues and allow scientific bodies to give unsolicited advice. Also make it a formal 
requirement that the policy makers / politicians publicly answer to such advice and make them 
accountable to show evidence that it is taken aboard (even if not followed).

But there were some sceptics, who felt that sometimes scientific advice would be ignored if it went 
against the interests of lobbyists and campaign supporters: 

Politicians tend to drive their actions according to potential electoral results. No scientific advice 
that will endanger the funds for the next elections will be attended.

Again, the solution to this scepticism might be better opportunities for scientist-policymaker engagement; 
one respondent suggested that this might be achieved by “prompting [policymakers] to spent as much 
time to discuss with independent scientist as with lobbying industrials”.  

Respondents also called for better public consultation, to enable the public to make better informed 
decisions themselves, and to show that the public does care about evidence. For this respondent, work is 
still needed to engage the public with the science that affects them:

‘People power!’ by engaging more of the population in science and how it could improve their lives 
in the future we will have a stronger voice which politicians will have to listen too.

In general, a desire for policymakers to take a longer-term view came through, with respondents calling 
for politicians to look beyond their 4-5 year posts to better accommodate the timescales of science:

It is really a very difficult issue as science payback always takes more time then election periods, 
main reason why science and technology is always a secondary issue when national budgets are 
defined. In my opinion, it could be established that any new political initiative, at either national or 
European level, would always require a previous consultation to the corresponding reference body. 
Many times, I have the feeling that just the economic stakeholders are consulted.

Respondents were also concerned that decision making was too focussed on austerity and short-term 
debt repayments, and not enough on the welfare of European citizens:

Less party commitment and more commitment towards the welfare of citizens. Decisions are too 
often based on politics rather than on good reasoning.

For respondents, it seems, science or research based evidence has an important role in defending the 
needs of the people.
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4. Communicating science and its structures 

So far, we have seen several times that respondents voiced concerns about the ways in which science, 
research and their structures are communicated to the public and policymakers. Whilst direct concerns 
about the ability of scientists to communicate their research were raised, for example in figure 6, the 
accessibility, quality and formats of information about research were also questioned. Figures 8 and 
9 show that if we want policymakers to pay more attention to scientific evidence, then respondents 
– whether they come from academia, business or policy - think improvements need to be made to 
education and the profile of science in the media, as well as being presented in ways which are more 
directly relevant for policymakers.

Figure 8: Responses to the question “Europe’s leaders have been talking for years about raising budgets for science and technology. What is 
needed to make that happen?”
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Respondents used the “other” category for these questions to pick up on themes already highlighted, 
such as issues with short-term thinking and austerity policies. But they also used it to question the idea 
that more money was needed for science. Here, for example, someone from industry calls for better 
reporting of the impacts of science: 

I’m not convinced we should spend more until we have learnt to spend better. Impact from current 
spend needs to be improved first, to spend more is wasteful.

And better use of existing budgets:

The budgets are adequate, the science and technology resources are not used efficiently.

Comments such as these do not necessarily represent knowledge of the use of science and research 
budgets; whilst some of the respondents know about of schemes in their field or region, most will not 
have deep knowledge of spending throughout Europe. What is important is their perception that clearly 
much more work is needed to demonstrate the impacts of research. Some respondents suggested ways 
to improve this:

Align the research to the priorities for the medium and long term; support the transfer of the 
research results to the market thus showing the impact of the money spent.

You have to fund 3 sides of the problem. 1) Broaden and improve education. 2) Work on helping 
scientists communicate, then they will naturally find more ways to build trust. 3) Develop smarter 
engagement programmes to raise profile [of research], and [make] this a two-way conversation.

Discussions such as these support the idea shown in figure 10, that using “missions” or goals for research 
could help generate more support for science.
 

Some respondents even suggest taking this to the extreme, stopping the funding of basic research 
completely, and focussing on those issues that policymakers and the public are already engaged with or 
concerned about. One such response is below, from a regional development agency representative:

1)[…] speed up and make better the bridges between excellence and innovation, and 
2) openly put on the table the end for basic research...

Figure 10: Responses to the question “What should be done to get more political and public support for science and technology?”

Crowdsource ideas and money 
for research 

Involve more citizens in 
science - for instance, involving 
electricity consumers in new 
energy-saving initiatives

Other

Get researchers to better 
communicate the impact of their 
work

Set popular, inspiring missions 
for research - such as curing 
cancer or preventing floods



15 Research and Innovation: How to get more impact?

As raised elsewhere in the discussions and particularly figure 3, for some, trust in scientists is still an 
issue, but so is trust in policymakers. For both, links to industry and those standing to profit most from 
commercialising science are an area of concern:
 

Undo the large entanglement between industry and public funded science. It hurts the reputation 
of science more than it does good.

As this respondent suggests, clarifying the links between research, industry and policymaking in 
any research communication could go a long way towards improving public perceptions. We asked 
respondents outright what they thought could be done to improve trust in scientists and innovators, and 
they told us, as shown in figures 11a and 11b. 
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1- SUPPORT AND RESPECT Science should be properly supported, funded and respected at every level to demon-
strate the trust that should be placed in it.

2 – POPULAR CULTURE
Science should have more time dedicated to it in all types of popular culture including 

TV, radio, press, art, festivals.

3 – IMPROVE MEDIA
Press and media understanding and representation of science needs to be improved. 

They need to do a better job when they talk about science, be more accurate and 
truthful.

4 – TRANSPARENT 
DECISIONS

Make the process of decision making more transparent, explain how decisions were 
made, and show the evidence it was based on. If there’s no evidence to back it up, 

explain the opinions it was based on, and why.

5 – INVOLVE CITIZENS
Include citizens in science, doing science, being excited about science. Co-design and 

co-create science and the structures that support it with the public.

6 – BETTER EDUCATION
We need better schooling for young people to help them understand and love science. 

We need to support science teachers. We need to enable access to lifelong science 
learning for everyone, inside and outside of school.

7 – PROFILE SUCCESS
Show the successes and contributions of science and technology. Tell stories of how 

they contribute to society, and the benefit they provide.

8 – SCIENCE 
COMMUNICATION

Improve the way science is communicated by making explanations clearer and easier 
to understand without dumbing down. Don’t make the audience feel stupid. Make sure 

scientists are able to communicate their science well.

Figures 11a and 11b: Responses to the question “What do you think should be done to get everybody to trust more scientists and 
innovators?” and the category descriptions.
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Figure 11a shows us that many of the themes already discussed came up when considering issues of 
trust. Following on from previous discussion of links between science and commerce, some respondents 
argued that scientists or researchers are trusted, but that innovation is where public concern is fostered: 

People do trust scientists. They don’t necessarily trust “innovators”, particularly if thinking about 
information technologies or maybe biotechnology. It would be good for innovators to innovate in a 
way that respects public concerns (privacy, etc.).

This distrust comes from the feeling that people might sacrifice the greater good for profit: 

These are two different groups. Some innovators are scientists; but there are also financial predators 
who only innovate ways to profit from other people.

Messages of distrust in profit-seeking are accompanied by those that recognise that, as mentioned 
previously, the current political climate and “post-truth” society means that messages about science and 
evidence are being conflated with “fake-news”:

Trust in ‘good’ or ‘high quality’ science and innovation is crucial. In the first place, trust has to be 
earned, but there are many factors which make it difficult to distinguish hype or fearmongering 
from evidence-based approaches.

It can be difficult for the public to know where to put their trust. Transparency in decision making is 
strongly called for, but so is transparency in the processes of science: 

Be more open with the work that we do. Publish negative data also and make sure that everything 
in general is more transparent.

Scientists & Co. should stick to their own ethical guidelines, i.e. no falsification of data, no 
manipulated statistics, etc. In addition, they should lay their methods open and educate the public 
about them so that they can understand how scientific results come about and that they have not 
been manipulated.

This call for the practices and findings of research to be publicly available was strong, and is in keeping 
with both the grass-roots and policy work supporting the open science movement. It is difficult to say 
whether open science is a movement driven by respondents or if respondents are responding to policy 
changes instead. In either case, as the EU open science agenda grows, there is a vital opportunity to 
move all researchers to the types of practices that might instill public trust, if the public are aware this 
is happening. But this can only happen if the public are engaged; as the respondent suggests above, this 
might mean more educational work, both in schools and as informal education programmed, but can 
also mean better involvement of citizens in research. One respondent suggests that we “Co-create with 
the citizens. Make people matter and involve them so that they can trust you more”, another suggests that 
trust could be engendered through collaborative working: 

Co-design and co-implementation of solutions to societal challenges based on science and 
innovation, among scientists, innovators, policy makers, practitioners, citizens.

More respect and support for scientists and researchers might also help the public know where to place 
their trust. A strong message of “give scientists a reasonable pay and make sure the right infrastructure 
is available for their work” came through the responses, suggesting that in policymaking there is often a 
lot of talk about the need for science and innovation, but not the support to back it up:

Give scientists a better status (better visibility, better salaries, more stable jobs): this will allow to 
improve the way science is viewed by people. Many people do not choose a career in science or 
need to abandon a scientific career because it is very hard to support a family with salaries lower 
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than industry while at the same time there is no job security (while in industry there is). Give 
better conditions to scientists: this way you will attract more people to science and automatically 
improve the perception about scientists and about the importance and value of excellent knowledge 
in society.

This respondent reminds us that status is linked to income and visible success; scientists and researchers 
do not currently hold the same high societal status that they once did, although they are arguably 
contributing more as technology and society rapidly develop. Other studies have also shown that lack of 
a stable career path or regular income can be part of what puts young people off entering science (Nature 
2016), and certainly contributes to loss of talent and gender imbalances in the scientific workplace (Elan 
2012). 

Finally, we come back to the central theme of better communications. We have already seen that the 
responses include many calls for increased citizen engagement to improve the status of science. Most of 
these were in the more traditional style of science communication and outreach, albeit acknowledging 
the need for interaction and dialogue:

Scientists and innovators should have a greater public presence. There should be more interaction 
and exchange between the public and scientists so that normal citizens are excited by what science 
can do for them, and are motivated to support it with their taxes.

The respondents called for improvements throughout the range of ways science and research are 
communicated, not just by scientists, but also by policymakers:

More communication and ability to animate debates at every level. There is a need to train policy 
makers and [commission] civil servants to communicate with the public. There is a dramatic lack 
of interest and capacity by civil servants to communicate with the society.

Respondents identified a need for improved coverage of science and technology in news agencies, asking 
for “at least half the attention on the TV new as it is given to crime section and politicians”, and increased 
programming through television and online broadcasting:

Science should be useful; people should know more about science and innovation through popular 
scientific programs transmitted in TV and other means of communication, such as Internet, widely 
accessible to everyone.

Suggestions for science celebrities, science reality TV shows, and for there to be more mentions of science 
in normal programming were also made, as well as better use of social media. These were accompanied 
by requests for improved media coverage; not just the amount of coverage, but the accuracy and relevance 
of reporting: 

Mass media should give accurate account of scientific discoveries, processes and challenges. We 
get every day a conflicting, opposing and contradictory messages related (especially when it comes 
to human diets, impact of environmental factors on human wellbeing, climate change and global 
warming etc.).

Stop the press (populist tabloid press in particular) from spinning to excess. Science is discredited 
in part due to sensationalist headlines with excessive spin. Consequence is that scientists are seen as 
con artists and loss of trust and respect from the general public.
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Improving the way science and technology are portrayed by the media would also raise the profile of 
science’s success stories, something respondents felt was incredibly necessary if policymakers and the 
public were to value their work more:

Get the media to show citizens how much they contribute to their quality of life on a daily basis in 
order to develop a sense of gratefulness and pride to have contributed to this common good as a 
European taxpayer.

There should be more reporting on the “scientist or innovator next door”. This would make people 
proud of that one of them is such a known scientist or innovator... This would give people a more 
positive attitude for science, technology and innovation. 

Making this improved reporting work will need the contributions of our scientists and researchers if it 
is to be effective:

Scientists [must] remain independent and proactive in their efforts to ‘demystify’ science. They 
must be proactive in developing dialogues with the politicians and the large population not engaged 
in science to help clarify and help them understand the foundations and the issues.

But as mentioned previously, respondents feel that more needs to be done to support researchers in their 
communication and engagement efforts, improving not just their abilities to translate their research for 
multiple audiences, but to add colour and context:

Educate scientists on the societal context in which they operate, so they can combine their expert 
view with an “outside looking in” view and communicate better to public and politics.

Elsewhere extensive work has been done (e.g. TNS-BRMB & PSI 2015) on the barriers faced by 
researchers when considering their public engagement work, complemented by the findings of the 
Responsible Research and Innovation community and Science with and for Society projects within 
Horizon 2020. Fully supporting scientists and innovators to communicate and engage well requires 
significant efforts and culture change. It is also important not to assume that good public engagement 
and good policy engagement are the same thing. Recent reviews of the Research Excellence Framework 
in the UK (HEFCE 2017) showed that policy engagement is an area that social scientists and humanities 
excel in, and respondents were keen to remind us of the impact this research has:

Among Europe’s major challenges are cultural and human issues (e.g., ageing, migration/refugees) 
that place the social sciences and the humanities in a unique position to contribute to our 
understanding and ability to intervene in these challenges/changes. 

One thing is certain; there is still a lot to do if we are to realise the dreams of this respondent:

Make people understand in what science ([especially] basic science) has been important for 
humanity and make them understand what is a scientific career like. I think that after [commission] 
efforts last years, now people see innovators and start-ups as something cool. Scientists need to be 
seen as something positive too, not just the guy dressed in white in a lab.
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Appendix 1 – Demographic details
Geographical spread of respondents

Locations included in the category “other” were: USA (5), Australia (4), Israel (3), Canada, Egypt, 
India, Saudi Arabia, South Africa and Sri Lanka, as well as some who wished to identify as being from 
the European Union but not to offer a specific country, or as global citizens. It should be noted that 
respondents were asked to tell us where they are based; we do not know their nationalities or native 
countries. Two respondents chose not to give a location.
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Responses in the category “other” included: consultants, NGOs, research funders (public and private), 
Innovation funders (public and private), international agencies and learned institutions, retirees, health 
workers, military and the public. It is interesting to note that some “Business” respondents had chosen 
to use “Other” to describe their status, from both SMEs and Big Industry. For the purposes of this report 
we have merged them into the Business category.




