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Evaluation of science 
communication

Scientifically substantiated evaluations are pivotal to ensuring the 
ef fectiveness and improvement of the growing number of science 
communication projects. Evaluation results can reveal what a sci-
ence communication activity has achieved, who it has reached or 
what impact it has had.

However, evaluation is not yet common in science communication, 
and current evaluation practices are of ten flawed. Many projects 
lack concrete definitions of their objectives and target groups. This 
is problematic, because clear definitions are the necessary basis 
for assessing a project’s success. In addition, evaluation designs 
and data collection methods are of ten not appropriate for answer-
ing the evaluation questions. This is especially true when trying to 
investigate the ef fects and impact of an activity. Such an investiga-
tion requires carefully developed data collection strategies – and, 
most importantly, data collected at more than one point in time – 
to enable meaningful comparisons.

Good practice in evaluating science communication does not nec-
essarily consist of handing out a questionnaire to participants af ter 
the event. Rather, it starts with a clear articulation of the motives, 
interests and questions of an evaluation by all stakeholders 
involved. On this basis, the study design and data collection meth-
ods can be derived accordingly. 
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Conducting meaningful evaluations in science communication 
therefore requires resources. These include time and money, 
but also people with the appropriate knowledge and skills. This 
might seem hard to achieve for smaller project-based activities 
with limited timelines, or for individual science communicators. 
Nevertheless, evaluation is the only way to really understand how 
a science communication activity “works”, how the people involved 
experience it and whether it makes a dif ference.

As impact evaluation is an ambitious undertaking, practitioners 
who lack the appropriate resources or necessary skills are of ten 
better advised to focus on gathering descriptive data. This allows 
them to gain important insights about their participants and their 
experience, which is preferable to unreliable results produced by 
trying to capture potential ef fects with inappropriate designs and 
methods.

Ideally, insights from meaningful evaluation will also be shared 
with others. In the future, evaluation will hopefully no longer be 
seen as a mandatory task to amaze funders or supervisors with 
impressive numbers, but rather as a learning process for individual 
science communicators and the science communication commu-
nity as a whole.
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