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Researchin anivory tower? Almost everyone is in constant contact,
whether directly or indirectly, with the results of research. Indeed,
research can benefit from contact with society. It even has obliga-
tions towards society. After all, society places a certain amount of
trust in science and provides public money for public research. In
return, however, society also has expectations, like a certain return
on its investment. Societal investments in research are invest-
ments in know-how. And in a knowledge society, it is essential
that this know-how is actually made available to society and that
it contributes to social, cultural and technological development.
Science in an ivory tower belongs to the past. For some time now,
the approach has been “science with and for society”!

There are many people who are interested in new scientific find-
ings, whether for professional reasons—such as doctors, engineers,
farmers or policymakers —or simply out of curiosity, cultural inter-
est or fascination. Science communication, open science, citizen
science, science education and science engagement are important
concepts for bringing society and science closer together.

However: Not every researcher has to engage with the public!
Not every research result has to be communicated. And not every
research project has to directly solve a human or societal problem.
Researchers must have enough time to do their research, and basic
research must not be sacrificed.



But science as a whole (not each researcher) should engage with
the public. There is a need for structures that facilitate high-qual-
ity science engagement and communication, so that those who
are motivated to engage with the public are supported, and so
that relevant results and know-how can be shared with society in
an appropriate way. Furthermore, science asawhole (noteach pro-
ject) should address societal problems in order to develop a better
understanding or offer potential solutions, such as in the areas
of environment, education, economy, politics, social issues and
health. In all of this, itis important for research to be aware of soci-
ety’s values, needs and expectations and to integrate them into
the research process in line with the RRI approach (Responsible
Research and Innovation, as defined by the European Commission;
see illustration).

Conversely, science can also benefit greatly from a high level of sci-
entific literacy among the population, which has an enlightened,
critical and at the same time appreciative relationship with science.
One can assume that such a population will be more inclined to
(critically) trust science and to grant it freedoms, such as allowing
basic research and notonly insisting on direct results. Science that
is closely linked to society can also enjoy better access to data from
the real economy and society, conduct research on society’s prob-
lems and thereby create societal impact —something
thatis playinganincreasingly importantrolein the
evaluation of science by funding institutions.
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