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Inredients of a good story

by DIRK HANS
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A “good” story — what is that meant to be? Probably something
exciting, something entertaining, something you want to read or
listen to. Maybe it has even been made into a film. But where does
science come into play? Research rarely provides a James Bond
plot. But science is full of great stories. A whole field of journal-
ism thrives on it—science journalism. And there are piles of books
about science, its achievements and its heroes. Easy to read, excit-
ingly told.

But what makes a good science story? The first thing to think about
is who you want to inspire with the story. Who is the target audi-
ence? Let’s focus on the big standard target group: the so-called
“interested public”. How do | tell a story so that people outside the
scientific community are excited and want to know more? The key
is to make the fish take the bait—not the angler! So what aspect of
your research would be of mostinterest to your father or niece who
is not a scientist? This is something you should definitely ask your-
self before you start telling your story.

Anditisalso advisable—and thisis practical knowledge—toinclude
atleast four factors in the story: topicality, proximity, emotion and
eye-catchers. If the story contains these ingredients, the chances of
getting undivided attention are pretty good. Let’s look at the fac-
tors one by one, starting with “topicality”. In our news-driven world,
if something hasjust been discovered or a research expedition has
just been successfully launched, thisis potentially more interesting




than yesterday’s cold cup of coffee. But relevance is even more
important. The content has to be relevant to me —it needs to con-
cern my health, my children or where | live. If this is the case and
proximity is given, | really pay attention. Besides, we humans are
emotional beings. If there is suffering, a rescue or a long hoped-
for breakthrough in a story, empathy arises. If the story can then
be enriched further with great eye-catchers like pictures, insight-
ful infographics or captivating video sequences, success is almost
guaranteed. Knowing these things will be very helpful to you in
front of an audience at an open day, but it’s even more important
when writing good press releases. Include these four “magic” ingre-
dients inyour communications with the media and your chances of
getting coverage will increase dramatically.

And one final, perhaps disappointing but relieving insight: Most

science stories are uninteresting to the outside world because they

deal with the minutiae of continuous research: very important to

the scientific community — unimportant to your niece. So there ,ﬁ
is also a great responsibility not to tell every story. Current science
communication tends to overshoot the mark

here and often tries to make .
mountains out of molehills.
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