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results
Where does media

E M C E  p e r c e p t i o n

by Frank Gollnick

The first part of this article, published

in the last issue of the „newsletter“,

demonstrated the imbalance between

science coverage in the media and

actually available research results.

Various causes of the existing dilemma

of a distorted media coverage thriving on

pure sensationalism were revealed.

These causes obivously are found to a

large part in the mechanisms of today’s

media practice where speed and viewer

numbers are top priority. However, the

consequences of this situation on

scientific research as it is presented to

the public are dire. To the most part,

citizens are not adequately informed

about scientific issues; science-related

information is characterized by a serious

imbalance and incompleteness. In some

respects, this leads to a distorted

 perception of risks and – through media

coverage of research done into potential

health risks of mobile communications

devices – to misinformation. This article

will show that this has been known for

quite some time and that there is some

effort made by EU bodies up to newly

founded journalists’ associations – to

find a way out of this dilemma.

2nd par t: Ways out of an obvious dilemma

A few weeks ago it happened again: The theoretical

physicist Bo Sernelius from Sweden, up to this point

quite unknown even in scientific circles, published a

scientific paper in a special journal of physical chem-

istry titled: „Possible induced enhancement of dis-

persion forces by cellular phones“ [1]. There he de-

scribes a theoretical mechanism of effects from elec-

tromagnetic fields – similar to those as are used for

mobile radio transmission – on biological cells, e.g.

blood cells. The potential enhancement of magnetic

forces between particles is discussed based on a

large number of formulas. Sernelius concludes that

his paper shows there could be effects which previ-

ously have been ignored. However, the possible con-

sequences of such effects on biological tissue (he

refers to the theoretically calculated enhanced mag-

netism between two red blood cells in the human

blood) would be purely speculative at this point. So

the paper should not be seen as proof of harmful

effects from mobile phones.

What did media make of this? ‘Wissenschaft.de’

wrote: “Model predicts clumping of cells due to alter-

nating fields.“ [2] A news of ‘Pressetext Austria’ was

titled: „Mobile phones can theoretically damage blood

cells.“ [3] And the ‘Rheinische Post’ hastily an-

nounced: “Researcher: Mobile phones lead to cell

clumps.“ [4]

Headlines were even worse when Hungarian scien-

tists presented preliminary data on possible reduc-

tion in sperm quality and numbers caused by fre-

quent mobile phone use during a meeting in June in

Berlin [5]. Obviously, some of the journalists were

especially intrigued by the combination of sex and

mobile radio. When reading the above mentioned news
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?come from
coverage of research

items, you quickly see for yourself, that this is not

what the term ‘adequate information’ stands for. But

the mechanism behind this is clear: Sensationalistic

headlines and news stories help newspapers and

online articles to get the desired attention, and the

respective journalist possible gets the attention of

his editor. Otherwise scientific information might not

be published at all and might even land in the waste-

basket. This would not be desirable from the per-

spective of science either. New insight gained by re-

search should be brought to the public, as compre-

hensibly prepared as possible. Scientific ivory towers

are not what modern world needs. So, how can we

find a way out of this dilemma?

The existing dilemma of risk and perception commu-

nication can be roughly charaterized as follows:

• Media in Germany mostly report on risk perception

of uninformed concerned people and laypersons, and

less so on expert risk evaluation.

• Journalists are caught between their wish to get

public attention and the need to provide reliable in-

formation, and often are not sufficiently educated.

The consequence is that

• public opinion is based primarily on the subjective

feelings of self-appointed experts instead of scientfi-

cally validated assessments.

However, there is thought being given to these mat-

ters in order to find solutions to the dilemma, and a

number of activities is undertaken. Whether suggest-

ed approaches that are mainly theoretical will actual-

ly be effective, is an open issue. Activities done in-

side or outside journalistic circles to improve this

situation, can be roughly characterized by the follow-

ing catchwords:

More efficiency, improved media self-control, easier

access to uncompromised scientific information.
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More efficiency
In December 2003, the German Commission on Radi-

ation Protection (Deutsche Strahlenschutzkommis-

sion, SSK), issued a recommendation titled: “Require-

ments for expert determation of exposure to elec-

tric, magentic and electromagnetic fields.“ [6] There

is a passage reading: “Public discussion about po-

tential health damages from electromagnetic fields

repeatedly demands expert reports to determine and

evaluate a specific exposure situation. The SSK is

concerned about the fact that experts have been ap-

pointed by various agencies according to very differ-

ent criteria. Reports prepared on this issue are char-

acterized by considerable qualitative disceprancies.

… The problem has prompted the Commission on

Radiation Protection to design a catalogue of mini-

mum requirements allowing [the identification of] sci-

entifically qualified experts for the determination of

exposure to electric, magnetic and electromagnetic

fields … Assessments performed by unqualified per-

sons can endanger people or at least cause undue

concern. They can also lead to unnecessary expendi-

ture. It is practically impossible for laypersons to de-

cide whether a given assessment meets specific qual-

ity standards, or whether claimed health damages

are realistic.“ Of course, the term “laypersons“ does

not only stand for normal citizens but also for judges,

lawyers or journalists, etc., who are not specially ed-

ucated. In a statement on this issue, the Austrian

‘Forum Mobilkommunikation’ (FMK) reports that also

in Austria “there are more and more self-appointed

‘electrosmog experts’ stoking up trouble.“ At least

for measurement technology, there are now official

attempts to act against sham experts. It is certainly

necessary too – or even more so – to take action

regarding the assessment of biomedical or health-

related research results. A corresponding recommen-

dation is still lacking.

In a press release issued in early 2003, the German

Volkswagen Foundation reports on a “Scientific Jour-

nalism Qualification Program“ [7] that was initiated

in cooperation with the Bertelsmann Foundation and

the BASF AG. “This projects aims to promote the

education of scientific journalists and to make it eas-

ier for scientists to cooperate with media. The project

partners intend to instigate a new course of study for

young journalists as well as further education semi-

nars for already established journalists; moreover,

media trainings for scientists will be offered.“ This is

a worthwhile approach that – as we will see later on –

has already been put into action by others.

As early as in September 2002, the European Com-

mission in Brussels published the Action Plan “Sci-

ence and Society“ [8]. This document introduces a

new strategy to make science more accessible to

European citizens suggesting 38 single actions to

reach this goal. In a preface, Philippe Busquin, Mem-

ber of the European Commission Research, Commis-

sioner for Research, emphasizes “… the enormous

amount of progress that needs to be achieved in this

connection: while scientists still enjoy the trust of

Europeans, half of the Europeans interviewed said

that they were interested in science and many con-

sider themselves to be poorly informed.“ The action

plan comprises various objectives, such as the “pro-

motion of scientific education and culture in Europe“,

„science policy closer to the citizens“, and “respon-

sible science at the heart of politicy-making“. Single

actions are e.g. bringing together representatives of

science and media (action 2), creating a special award

for journalists and scientists devoted to the media-

tion of scientific information trageting the general

“Assessments performed

by unqualified persons can

endanger people or at least

cause undue concern.“
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public“ (action 3), but also the launch of internet

services and specially designed databases to pro-

vide media with usable information. Under paragraph

3.3 of the action plan “Use of expertise“, it is stated:

“We need experts to reassure us, to warn us and to

shed light on complex and often controversial issues

of the day.“ But further, “… there is nevertheless a

tendency for the process of using expertise to be

contested and mistrusted. Firstly, science is often

perceived as dealing with certainty and hard facts,

whereas in reality this is rarely the case, particularly

at the frontier of research. Scientists are naturally

cautious, and the advice they provide is often wrapped

in caveats. There may also be more than one school

of thought, or there may be maverick voices arguing

against the mainstream. There can then be a sense

of of frustration and despair when experts fail to

provide simple answers to apparently simple ques-

tions. The conclusion: ‘Even the experts don’t know

what they’re talking about!’ A more coherent inter-

face is needed between the providers and receivers

of advice, with mutual understanding and clear com-

munication between the two.

Secondly, policy-makers at all levels do not always

find it easy to tap into the resource of knowledge

provided by the diversity of scientific cultures and

range of specialised centers of excellence in Europe.

At worst, they are open to allegations that only ‘tame’

experts are selected, known to support pre-formed

policy decision. There needs to be a more systematic

and open approach, at national and European level,

to identify the best expertise at the right time.“

That’s very true – and, of course, it is true not only for

policy-makers but also for media representatives as

the most immediate and effective link between sci-

ence and public.

Consequently, in September 2002 a special issue of

“FTE info – Magazine on European Research“ of the

European Commission was devoted to the topic „Talk-

ing science“ [9]. A number of articles very compe-

tently addressed the problem from various perspec-

tives. Besides the relation of researchers and jour-

nalists, the role of publishers and the role of visuals

in science coverage, the internet was thoroughly dis-

cussed in a contribution titled “Web Utopia?“. Let us

take a look at the editorial: “Sciences + media =? …

To explain this gap – which some would describe as a

“There needs to be a

more systematic and open

approach, at national and

European level, to identify

the best expertise at the

right time.“
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chasm – scientists often stress the fundamental in-

compatibility between the job of research and the

practice of journalism. Whereas discipline and preci-

sion over a long period are the hallmarks of scientific

research, speed, simplification and emotion are what

the media are seeking.

Yet on closer inspection is the work of researchers

and journalists really so different? Is not the job of

the scientist to investigate the ‘players’ of this world

and the ‘stars’ of the Universe to reveal their lives,

their interactions and their secrets? And must not

the journalist be objective, gather evidence and cross-

check sources to reveal ‘the whole truth’? … Are they

not both ‘reconstructing’ reality by means of an ac-

count which obeys certain rules and conditions? …

But we can – or should – see in this chasm one more

indication of the distance which separates the ‘two

cultures’ ... Even though, as usual, the reality is more

subtle. Some scientists have become genuine media

professionals, veritable stars of science, while some

journalists possess a knowledge of science that is

the envy of many researchers.“

Is it not so bad really, after all? No, it IS bad. There is

still much amiss at least with public opinion making

(through media) regarding the state-of-the-art research

into health risks from mobile radio. Obviously, work-

ing conditions of journalists still compel them to ig-

nore common sense much too often. We are faced

with the demonstrated results on a daily basis. It is

encouraging though that the problem is at least rec-

ognized now, even at the highest political level, and

measures are planned to be implemented on a broader

basis.

One of the first positive results of this discussion in

Germany is the implementaton of the new course of

study “Science and Journalism“ (bachelor and mas-

ter degrees) at the University of Dortmund since Oc-

tober 2003. Contrary to the course of further study

“Science journalism“, which is available at the Free

University Berlin since 1999, this is a six semesters

bachelor’s degree full-time course. Contrary to previ-

ous models developed at some universities in Ger-

many, in Dortmund the priority is not to prepare jour-

nalists to become science writers for big newspa-

pers, but to cover many different topic areas, journal-

ists who are consumer-oriented and have the corre-

sponding background knowledge. We will deal with

this aspect and its significance for many local news-

papers further on. Besides the major, students can

select among three minors – natural sciences, engi-

neering sciences, and data analysis. During the en-

suing master study course, the focus is on one single

discipline. The majority of the planning commission

was against a philological module. “These skills are

already taken care of in most newsrooms. But there

is often a lack of expertise in natural sciences”,

Günther Rager, the director of the Institute explains.

More details on self-definition and foci of the about

a dozen journalism study courses and communica-

tion studies institutes in Germany are found in the

articles of Siegfried Quandt, Ruth Reichstein and

Lothar Hausmann in [10]. According to them, Clau-

dia Mast, Professor of Communication Studies in Stutt-

gart Hohenheim, has “… taken up the cause of sci-

ence transfer as our central focus“. She holds lec-

tures in newsrooms and writes for corporate maga-

zines in a comprehensible way so that laypersons

can understand, or journalists who only wanted to

know how communication experts go about mediat-

ing between science and public. In his article, Profes-

sor Siegfried Quandt of the Seminar of Specialized

Journalism and History Didactics at the University of

Gießen demands to tear down the walls between the

different areas in classic science journalism, and to

give more attention to teamwork in the newsroom to

improve the understanding of scientific issues that

are of public interest: “There are principally two rea-

sonable ways to reorganize the newsroom: Science

newsrooms as such are disbanded, and each classic

area or new team includes at least one editor who is
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scientifically educated in his field (i.e. politics, econ-

omy, culture). Or there are specialized media or spe-

cial programs that provide a broader scientific input;

it is not sufficient – as is done by traditional science

newsrooms – to draw attention to natural sciences,

medicine and technology as they are; science also

comprises social or cultural issues.

But a dialogic model such as this scarcely exists

on both sides. Scientists lack media skills, journal-

ists – even science journalist – lack special skills.

Instead, they one-sidedly emphasize their presenta-

tion skills; scientists respond by emphasizing their

special skills – and the old battle is rekindled. We

should put an end on this for the sake of general

interest.“ [10]

Similar educational efforts are being made by jour-

nalists themselves – if only more or less sporadically

–, by established journals and, increasingly so, by

papers launched at university departments, such as

‘Message’, ‘PR-Forum’, ‘Journalistik-Journal’ or ‘Di-

mensionen’ that are quite self-critical in part. The

latter is published by the above mentioned Institute

of Journalism and Communication Studies at the FU

Berlin. The ‘Handbook Science Journalism’ was also

published there, as well as a current list of the twelve

most important associations of science journalists

in Germany, Austria and Switzerland [11] – all of

them willing to contribute their share to achieving the

urgently required improvement of the described situ-

ation and a better education of reporters themselves.

Issue 26 of ‘Dimensionen’ of spring 2004 reports

that the Deutsche Presseagentur (dpa) “which has

been criticized quite often for its small science news-

room“ has gone from two to three full-time science

editors at headquarters. Thus “… dpa has respond-

ed to the increasing importance of science topics in

the media,“ the responsible editor says. This is a

step in the right direction that should not be underes-

timated regarding the situation depicted in the first

part of this article.

“Scientists lack media skills,

journalists – even science

journalist – lack special

skills.“

Improved special skills on the side of scientists –

regarding the handling of media, that is – shall be

achieved by media trainings for scientists which have

been increasingly offered over the past few years by

different organizations. This is also part of the direct

implementation of the above mentioned catalogue of

measures advertised the European Commission: “The

Commission, in cooperation with the Member States,

will set up a study group comprising journalists and

representatives of press in order to examine the best

way of ensuring effective dissemination of scientific

information at European level, for example by pro-

moting the establishment of a European scientific

press agency, or by facilitating the creation of a net-

work for the exchange of information by profession-

als destined fot the genereal public.“ Media trainings

are presently offered by the above mentioned Chair

of Communication Studies in Berlin, as well as by the

German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungs-

gemeinschaft, DFG), the Leibniz Society, the Univer-

sity of Münster and the University of Stuttgart. [12]

Improving the quality of science information present-

ed in the media – that is the goal behind the activi-

ties of the Press Conference Health Politics (Presse-

konferenz Gesundheitspolitik) newly founded in 2003,

and of the Press Conference Science (Wissenschafts-

Pressekonferenz e.V., WPK) that was founded already

17 years ago. According to its press release of Octo-

ber 2003 [13], the Press Conference Health Politics

– that is comparable to the Bundespressekonferenz

(Federal Press Conference) and the WPK – will inivite
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selected experts to attend symposiums. “Health pol-

itics and the current social debate – this was agreed

upon by the founding members, Berlin journalists who

write on these issues –reflect the state of society in

general: a lack of transparency, daily controversies,

uncertainty and misunderstandings – all this is also

typical for media work resulting in citizens being in-

creasingly disoriented. This is also true of opinion

makers and multiplicators. The Press Conference

Health Politics shall help to improve the quality of

journalistic work in this area by striving for an im-

proved quality of information and closer observation

of ongoing processes.“

The WPK is an organization of 170 active German

science journalists, about 60 supporters, and a com-

mittee of 30 renowned personalities from important

science organizations and institutions. The online

magazine ‘WPK Quarterly’ is worth mentioning due

to its ambitious content (in the sense of our topic):

Even the first issue (no. IV/2003) contained various

articles (above all, “Fernsehen: Mythos Wissenschaft“

and „Warnen ja, aber wo bleibt die Entwarnung?“ –

“Television: The Myth of Science“, and „Warnings are

good – but why are we never given the all-clear?“)

providing critical insight into the daily work of journal-

ists, resp. their working conditions – a smart analysis

of the dilemma that is addressed here [14]. Read

this sample (on genetics debate): “… Not one word

with regard to the devastating appraisals done by

several independent scientific institutions on the re-

search of the Scottish scientist revealing consider-

able methodological and technical mistakes.

E M C E  p e r c e p t i o n

There have been quite a few of such horror stories

over the last 15 years of genetics debate. In fact,

every single one of them made the headlines. The all-

clear was never given. If at all, it is published some-

where in the back of newspapers, and almost never

on TV. So, after many years of intense debate, it

should be allowed to discuss – for example with re-

gard to plant biotechnology – whether media really

should make opinions or should only reflect them.

Journalists have to cover many topics in parallel, and

fast. It seems to be impossible to think much about

the past under such conditions. But my hypothesis is

that it is the lack of reflection on the past that pro-

pels us forward into a future more and more con-

strained.“

One can only hope that such critical voices from among

the members of Gemany’s largest association of sci-

ence journalists will be increasingly listened to and –

since they come from their own ranks – will be taken

seriously by journalists. Supported by the Robert

Bosch Stiftung, the purpose of this organization in

any case is “to implement a communication platform

which will be permanently extended and become the

central agency for ‘networking’ in its best sense“ via

the internet platform of the WPK.

Improved media self-control
The previous paragraphs already hinted at demands

being made concerning the compliance with ethical

standards and an improved journalistic self-control.

This is explicitly addressed by the authors of the

concept paper “Guidelines for a respectable journal-

ism – an ethical code for media“ that is mandatory

for all those being part of the journalists’ association

“Netzwerk Recherche e.V.“ [15]. The press release

asks: “Do media still function as a tool for dissemi-

nating information, and are there standards that could

prevent excessiveness? Or is balanced press cover-

age overpowered by gossip magazines, yellow press

and service journalism? … The most important goal

“The all-clear was never given.

If at all, it is published some-

where in the back of newspa-

pers, and almost never on TV.“
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is to create a code of ethics for journalism in general

as a positive orientation, and to extend the existing

press code in three essential aspects: the impor-

tance of journalistic research and the duty of public

authorities to provide information must be empha-

sized; the strict separation of public relations or ad-

vertising and editorial content has to be standard-

ized, and the legal protection of informants has to be

ensured.

The ‘Netzwerk Recherche’ moreover recommends

a reform of the German Press Council – the only body

that would be able to establish standards for the

press. The authors demand more publicity and trans-

parency, more pluralism within the council, and inten-

sified efforts to fulfill its tasks of media control.“

[16] The goals addressed in this paper all point con-

vincingly into the direction of improving the relations

between science and media. “A code of ethics is a

tool for self-regulation of media professionals. An

ethics code for journalists allows the self-control of

media system players. If a model such as this works,

it guarantees that future attempts by the State to

regulate press can be fended off and that the sphere

of social communications will remain autonomous.“

It is a legitimate concern that the State would inter-

vene when the decrease in quality of media coverage

is permanent. Curiously, one of the four signatories

of the concept paper and President of the ‘Netzwerk

Recherche’ is Dr. Thomas Leif, chief reporter televi-

sion at the SWR regional channel in Mainz. It was this

channel that produced a documentary program on

mobile radio last summer which, according to experts,

was in no way “well-researched“ or “objective“. In

spite of protests, it even was rerun several times.

Well, in the end it’s a long way from ethical standards

to practice.

Besides the above mentioned goals, the internet

pages of ‘Netzwerk Recherche e.V.’ [17] show that

the organization also focuses on the freedom of in-

formation in Germany.

Similar goals regarding self-control, including the

reform of the German Press Council, are also claimed

by the ‘Organization for the promotion of journalistic

self-control’ (Verein zur Förderung der publizistischen

Selbstkontrolle) that was founded in February 2004.

It is represented by Dr. Horst Pöttker, Professor of

Journalism at the University of Dortmund, who is its

president. The fact that first reactions of “… the

unionist organizations Deutscher Journalistenverband

(German Journalists’ Association) and Verdi Fachver-

band Medien, dju (Verdi Association Media), which -

together with the Publishers’ Association – are part

of the Press Council, were very critical and defen-

sive“ [15] shows the resistance the organization is

confronted with in its own ranks.

Easier access to uncompromised
scientific information
But even improved journalistic self-control is not a

patent remedy to eliminate the existing dilemma in

risk and science communication. There is the impres-

sion that journalists lack fast and easy access to

uncompromised information on the background of

mobile radio debate. In fact, it is still very difficult to

distinguish between biased information that is influ-

enced by particular interests and objective, mostly

undistorted information. The first part of this article

already demonstrated that uncompromised scientific

information actually is found only in special journals

validated by scientists, so-called “peer-reviewed“ jour-

nals. Oral statements of scientists can be influenced

by particular interests, too. The thorough reading of

original publications is scarcely possible, due to the

lack of time – even less to compare different posi-

tions. Comprehensive surveys, as objectively written

as possible, as well as specialized databases can

help.

In recent years, a few book publications stood out

from the mass of biased publications. Most recom-

mendable would be the book written by Prof. Rein-
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hold Berz: “Krank durch Mobilfunk?“ (“Getting ill from

mobile radio?“), published in 2003 [18]. From the

perspective of a physician educated in occupational

medicine and natural medicine, Berz deals with the

controversial topic in all its aspects and generally

paints a comprehensive picture. Numerous referenc-

es, illustrations, graphics, cross-references and in-

ternet links make this book a useful basic textbook

that every (science) journalist who wished to compe-

tently deal with mobile radio should read. Almost as

useful, albeit not as well-researched, are two books

written by the physicist Prof. Ulrich Leute: „Was ist

dran am Elektrosmog?“ (“What is electrosmog

about?“) [19], and „Wie gefährlich ist Mobilfunk“

(“How dangerous is mobile radio?“) [20]. He puts

the emphasis on comprehensibility, also for layper-

sons who do not know much about technology. The

book of Prof. Norbert Leitgeb titled: “Machen elektro-

magnetische Felder krank?“ (“Do electromagnetic

fields make us ill?“), also offers a quite comprehen-

sive survey of the topic but requires a little bit more

basic scientific knowledge [21].

Scientific databases containing information on spe-

cial literature there are many, but only few are freely

accessible and organized as to make information us-

able by non-experts without compromising it. Although

the freely accessible literature database PubMed [22]

of the American ‘National Institutes of Health’ (NIH)

comprises practically all original publications that are

relevant to the issue of mobile radio including titles,

authors and summaries (abstracts), it does not offer

any further help. Thus it is a valuable tool for special-

ists, but is scarcely usable by laypersons since the

(English-language) information is not accordingly pre-

pared or structured, or made more comprehensible

(however, at least it is neither compromised). The

commercial American EMF Database of Information

Ventures [23] contains more than 33,000 ‘peer-re-

viewed’ and non-’peer-reviewed’ entries (state: 2003)

from specialist publications and meeting contributions

(lectures, posters) covering the whole spectrum of

research into biological effects from electromagnetic

fields (low-frequency and radiofrequency). Approxi-

mately one-third refer to the radiofrequency spectrum

associated with mobile radio. Partially, also foreign-

language contributions (e.g. Russian, Japanese) are

offered as English-language abstracts, and these short

summaries in part come with further information tak-

en from the respective publications. For journalists

who do not exclusively deal with these matters, this

database is off-limits too, due to the high cost. More-

over, by the extensions made by a scientific team it

is theoretically in danger of compromising informa-

tion.
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There are many other freely accessible or commercial

services, databases and websites presenting the topic

“Research into electromagnetic fields and mobile ra-

dio“ that are more or less independent and of differ-

ent quality and quantity. But this makes it rather

more difficult for individual searchers to find a partic-

ular information. Bundling and better channeling would

be appropriate here. There should be a neutral board

steering users to where they can find a specific infor-

mation according to content properties. Objective in-

formation has to be made identifiable for users; we

need  more clarity for non-insiders and persons only

occasionally dealing with these issues! A first step

toward this goal is made by the above mentioned

books.

A highly remarkable approach was made also by the

Research Center for Electromagnetic Environmental

Compatibility (femu) at the University Clinics of the

RWTH Aachen. The new EMF portal developed there

over several years of work is in its trial phase and

shall soon be opened to the public. Besides provid-

ing comprehensibly prepared basic information on

electromagnetic fields and a comprehensive glossa-

ry, the focus is on a comprehensible, structured and

clear presentation of the contents of scientific, ‘peer-

reviewed’ literature by way of different search levels.

Adapted to the informational needs of the users, it is

able to identify cross-references, to search by con-

tent percentages, to perform fast searches, etc., en-

abling the user to deal with the complicated scientific

literature without much previous knowledge and to

make his own assessment of issues. The focus is on

the unbiased extraction of core information from spe-

cialist publications. For the nearer future, the evalua-

tion of 7000 presently included peer-reviewed publi-

cations is planned, more than 2000 of which refer to

the radiofrequency spectrum. After being opened to

the public, the EMF portal thus will help immensely to

gain easier access to uncompromised first-hand in-

formation from the publications of researchers them-

selves. Another problem in this context is that media

mainly take notice of new publications – a problem

that cannot be resolved by databases due to the

inevitable time delay. But the femu database will cer-

tainly be extremely helpful when examining issues in

depth.

Another organisational or financial problem is the

access to special publications. Mostly, they are pub-

lished in pricey journals which are too expensive now-

adays even for many libraries, due to increased sub-

scription fees. Therefore, less and less special jour-

nals are found there, and you have to pay dearly for

access. At present, only a small part of scientific

articles is published in online journals, partially due

to their (still) lacking reputation. So also the Europe-

an Commission with the European Commissioner for

Research Philippe Busquin is worrying about a more

efficient access to scientific publications. On July 15,

2004, the commissioning of a study on the economic

and technical development of the scientific publish-

ing market in Europe was announced in a press re-

lease [24]: “The study will deal with the main topics

of the current public debate, such as the future of

printed scientific reviews, the risks associated with

increases in the price of publications in terms of

access to information for researchers, open access

to research findings for all and the need to reconcile

authors’ rights with the economic interests of pub-

lishers. … Scientific publications not only serve to

disseminate research results, they also constitute a

“Scientific publications

not only serve to

disseminate research

results, they also constitute

a tool for evaluating the

quality of research teams.“
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tool for evaluating the quality of research teams. Our

objective of establishing a genuine European Research

Area and our aim to raise the profile of European

research mean that we have to examine the scientific

publishing system. … The future of scientific publish-

ing has been at the center of discussions for a num-

ber of years, leading to the adoption, in October 2003,

of the Berlin Declaration calling for open acess to

knowledge. The number of scientific periodicals

throughout the world exceeds 20,000. Every year

about 1,5 million scientific articles are published

worldwide. … Today, one in five publications is ac-

cessible online and more than 1000 titles are listed

in the ‘Directory of Open Access Journals’. Over the

last ten years, however, the average annual increase

in the prices of scientific reviews has approached 10

%.“

Of course, ‘online’ does not mean ‘free’, as even

online journals often make about 30 US$ per down-

loaded original article for non-subscribers. The more

important is a database like the one of ‘femu’ in

Aachen that tries to make the whole range of relevant

literature generally accessible.

First conclusions
First conclusions could be the following:

1. Existing difficulties have been known for quite some

time, even in journalist circles, and often are ad-

dressed accurately and self-critically.

2. The countermeasures taken – and there are more

by the day – are still ineffective, but gaining ground.

A tendency of improving the situation, to find a

way out of the dilemma, can be seen. It is primarily

the increased special knowledge on both sides, of

journalists as well as scientists, that makes a dif-

ference here. A good example of the new hope

that is on the horizon could recently be observed:

Besides a mass of one-sided contributions, there

was also some objective press coverage of the

initially mentioned study on sperm quality and num-

bers [5]. The exceptionally well-researched article

published in the newspaper ‘Die Welt’ on June 29,

2004 [25] shows that things can really be im-

proved.

3. Unfortunately, the contradicting unwritten laws and

interests of both media and scientific world are

still an obstacle to an improved objective dialogue.

4. Research tools for media AND for every interested

person have to be further improved.

Those who think that such considerations are way to

theoretical and scarcely relevant for ‘real’ journalistic

practice – and even less so for local editors – it’s

true, many of the described ambitious attempts to

find a way out of the dilemma probably seem totally

irrelevant or to be the well-meaning advice of an out-

sider who ‘never had to hold his own’ there. It is

certainly a long way from the plans of the European

Commission to the desk of an individual overworked

local editor.

And according to a study already published in 1988,

it’s just the daily press that holds the key to the way

in which a purported or actual environmental problem

is perceived in the public – a short “high“ is followed

by an ebbing away of attention; or a veritable “media

career“ up to being labelled the “toxin of the year“

with measures being taken at the highest level [26].

In contrast, the local press partakes in this only at

the peak of general media resonance, when the pub-

lic is already fully sensibilized – as was the case with

“Obviously, media find it

difficult to take a look

behind the scenes, so to

speak, and to reveal the

background of scientific

knowledge.“
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the ‘electrosmog’ debate in Germany.

However, the picture painted in Swiss media can be

fully different. A project report published in January

2003 by the research cooperation “Sustained mobile

radio“ of the ETH Zurich, says: “During the search for

press articles one got the distinct impression that

mobile radio health risks were not the ‘big’ journalis-

tic issue of the nineties. Mobile radio health risks

were not as ‘sexy’ in media coverage as the ‘misuse’

of reproductive medicine, genetics or nutrition.“ [27]

And there is another basic aspect we did not mention

so far, addressed under the headline “Press cover-

age construes media reality“: „The study also showed

that the reality of press coverage is a separate one –

media reality. In line with the findings of communica-

tion studies on risk communication, it was made ob-

vious that scientific evidence sometimes is second-

ary. In fact, we could even say that research results

are turned on their heads. The finding that mobile

phoning while driving is a substantial risk for exam-

ple was mentioned rather fleetingly in press cover-

age. Press coverage did not succeed in uncovering

the limits of present scientific kowledge. The case of

the coverage on ‘Waldsterben’ (the dying of the trees)

was similar. Press coverage then neither suceeded in

denouncing the limited scientific knowlegde. Obvious-

ly, media find it difficult to take a look behind the

scenes, so to speak, and to reveal the background of

scientific knowledge.“

So should we stop too to take the addressed dilem-

ma too seriously? No way. It is taken seriously by

many, since there are practical ways to improve the

situation. There are media trainings attended by sci-

entist; network operators, authorities, foundations,

and associations seek to instigate a dialogue with

media and scientists equally, and, in school, children

and young people increasingly deal with mobile radio

and the science that is behind it. Comprehensibly

prepared science gets more coverage in media. How-

ever, it is difficult to measure the success of these

efforts in public perception. New ways of mediating

scientific issues are multifarious in Europe, but still

experimental in part, even if very promising some-

times. The mobile radio debate in Germany – which is

stuck at the moment – can only gain from such ap-

proaches.

Future outlook or actual reality?
Science marathon, science cafés,
and ‘Research goes public’
Over the last three years (until the end of 2003), the

project “Research goes public“ (“Science goes to

the broader public“) [28] promoted by the Federal

Ministry of Education and Research dealt with new

ways of science mediation, as well as marketing and

research communication. Two book documentations

published by the ‘Cologne International School of

Design’ at the FH Cologne on this [29, 30] had differ-

ent authors writing on the marketing of research that

becomes increasingly important in international com-

petition, but also on current possibilities to present

research results sensibly and efficiently to the public

for an improved perception – a valuable basis for all

those who want to deal more thoroughly with the

practice of science mediating.

Last but not least, the magazine ‘FTE Info’ of the

European Commission once again addressed the is-

sue of mediating science to the public reviewing vari-

ous new acitivities in Europe [31]: “Who is the target

audience? How can people be attracted? How to find

the balance between scientific rigour and entertain-

ment? The questions science museums have to deal

with have been investigated during a meeting at the

German Museum in Munich under the umbrella of the

European network Ecsite. In workshops, over six hun-

dred experts have taken a closer look at the present

situation and, above all, at the future of institutions.“

There is another example of a way out of the dilem-

ma: “… Madrid’s Museo Nacional de Ciencia y Tech-

nologia which organizes ‘conversations with research-
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“For the price of a cup of
coffee or a glass of wine,
anyone can explore the latest
developments in science and
technology.“

ers’ for childen aged between 8 and 14 years. But

the most surprising iniative, which has proved a great

succes, is the six-hour ‘science marathon’ held eight

times a year. Amparo Sebastian, director of the mu-

seum, reports: ‘Spanish scientists, the best in their

field, each speak for about twenty minutes on their

chosen subject, followed by time for questions from

the audience. The 120 seats in the hall are always

taken right away so we have had to start putting up a

screen in the lobby. Our initial idea was for members

of the public to wander in and out for the various

presentations, but we have found that people gener-

ally stay from start to finish. We cover everything

from nanotechnologies to life in extreme conditions.

They have all been very successful.’

This move towards a combination of rigour and con-

viviality seems to be evident just about everywhere.

‘We are moving away from pure popularization,’ con-

cludes Ecsite’s Melanie Quin concludes. ‘The muse-

um is becoming a place of dialogue, an interface

between science and society. People already have

some scientific knowledge and a certain scientific

culture. They contribute their ideas and their ques-

tions. The museum’s role is perhaps gradually be-

coming that of a forum.’“

So why not organize similar events examining the state-

of-the-art of scientific knowledge about mobile radio,

e.g. at the Museum for Communications in Berlin?

Science cafés is another way to mediate science to

the interested public reported on in ‘FTE info’: “They

are springing up everywhere in the United Kingdom

and France, and are beginning to appear elsewhere

in Europe. Generelly, you will find them in bars and

pubs, but also in libraries, theaters or fast-food res-

taurants. … A topic is announced in advance of these

evening get-togethers. A couple of invited guests then

kick off the discussion, in simple, jargon-free lan-

guage, before answering the audience’s questions

The organizers start from the principle that no ques-

tion presented is too stupid to be disregarded. A

chair is on hand to summarize interventions, decide

whose turn it is to speak, and generally mediate the

discussion. … ‘For the price of a cup of coffee or a

glass of wine, anyone can explore the latest develop-

ments in science and technology,’ say the British

organizers of these ‘free speech zones’.

In France, similar discussions are taking place in

certain grammar school cafeterias, where, cafés sci-

entifiques’ informal discussions and meetings with

scientists become school acivities.

Some cafés scientifiques like to have a common

thread. Copenhagen’s ‘Videnskabscafeen’, with its

diversified and strongly motivated audiences, focus-

es on the relationship between science and society,

and on how technology affect our daily lives.“ [32]

It would be a huge surprise if press, broadcasting,

etc., would not be interested in such innovative forms

of knowledge mediating … And thus we come back to

media and the chances of further objectification in

the stagnant debate on potential threats of mobile

radio technology.

Frank Gollnick, Dr. rer. nat, former staff member

at the Physiological Institute II, University of Bonn;

he is now scientifc consultant of the FGF
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