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Commentary

Sharon Dunwoody’s 
Legacy: Three Timely 
Lessons for Us

Hans Peter Peters1

Abstract
Sharon Dunwoody gained international reputation for her research 
on science journalism and media risk communication. Drawing on her 
publications published over more than four decades and the author’s long-
lasting collaboration with her, this commentary elaborates on three of her 
most characteristic beliefs and orientations and suggests that they may serve 
as timely lessons for us to critically reflect on current assumptions and 
practices: substance over showmanship, improving one-way communication, 
and respecting the audience.
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Sharon Dunwoody began her research career in the mid-1970s when the 
World Wide Web did not exist, and public communication was dominated by 
printed newspapers and magazines, radio, and television. Public “science 
communication” was then almost synonymous with “science journalism.” 
Sharon devoted her professional life to the study of science journalism with a 
focus on the communication of uncertainty and risk. Given the decline of tra-
ditional science journalism in the United States, some may remember her 
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respectfully as a great scholar of the past who has helped to institutionalize the 
field of science communication scholarship but assume that she has little to 
contribute to today’s issues and challenges. Based on my knowledge of her 
work and experience from my long-standing collaboration with her, I try to 
show that her legacy is of high relevance at present, and that the beliefs and 
assumptions underlying her work offer opportunities to reflect on science 
communication scholarship and practice even in a changed media ecosystem.

Decades ago, during one of my first visits to the School of Journalism and 
Mass Communication at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Sharon 
invited me, then a young postdoc, to join her as she taught one of her classes. 
I was quite impressed at how she led the course, encouraging students to 
speak out and politely offering constructive critical feedback, and I decided 
to copy her way of teaching. Yet, back in Germany and trying to do the same, 
I noticed that what appeared so effortless and natural for her was impossible 
to do for me. This impression of unpretentious brilliance in listening closely, 
grasping quickly, speaking and writing clearly, generously spreading insights 
and advice, and contributing to solutions—whether it was injecting new ideas 
into a stuck project meeting, chatting with colleagues during a conference 
break, giving a lecture, or writing a journal article—was a constant experi-
ence during my encounters with Sharon. Surely, this was due to her gifted-
ness and sharp brain, but her insight, overview, and power of judgment were 
also the result of disciplined hard work. Above that, Sharon won the hearts of 
those she worked with by her scholarly excellence, inspiring nature, and 
exemplary character. She genuinely cared about the people around her and 
was a person of good spirit and high morale.

Sharon’s work circles around two entangled strands of research: first, sci-
ence journalism, and, second, media coverage of risk and uncertainty and its 
reception by audiences. It is impressive how coherently and straight she fol-
lowed her research interests from her PhD thesis on news gathering behavior 
of science journalists (Dunwoody, 1978) up to her last publication that I am 
aware of, the major revision of her handbook article on science journalism in 
the digital age (Dunwoody, 2021). In the four decades in between, she sys-
tematically dealt with almost every aspect of science journalism, such as sci-
ence journalism as profession and discipline (e.g., Dunwoody, 1980), content 
production (e.g., Dunwoody, 1992), selection of topics and sources (e.g., 
Dunwoody & Ryan, 1987), scientists as mass media sources (e.g., Dunwoody, 
1986, 2015), and the mediating role of universities’ public relations staff 
(e.g., Dunwoody & Ryan, 1983). Her focus included public communication 
of social and behavioral sciences (e.g., Dunwoody, 2007b), and she was 
among the first to study the potential of the internet for quality science jour-
nalism (e.g., Dunwoody, 2001; Eveland & Dunwoody, 1998).
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The publication dates of the two groundbreaking books Scientists and 
Journalists. Reporting Science as News (1986) and Communicating Uncertainty. 
Media Coverage of New and Controversial Science (1999), both co-edited with 
Sharon M. Friedman and Carol L. Rogers (see their commentary in this issue), 
indicate the temporal development of her research focus from science journalism 
as a profession and practice in general, to its function and quality in the commu-
nication of risk issues. She focused on both the provision of journalistic risk 
information and its reception by audience, studying the challenges of reporting 
uncertainty and controversy, and analyzing information-seeking, reception, and 
processing of risk information by audiences. While she continued publishing 
about science journalism, a large share of her research and publications since 
1990 dealt with media risk coverage (e.g., Dunwoody, 1992, 1999; Dunwoody & 
Konieczna, 2013; Dunwoody & Rossow, 1989; Griffin et al., 1995; Ryan et al., 
1991) and its use by audience members (e.g., Dunwoody et al., 1992; Dunwoody 
& Neuwirth, 1991; Griffin et al., 1998, 2004, 2012; Kahlor et al., 2006).

Sharon was not a lone fighter. She understood science as a joint endeavor 
of a peer community. She was very anxious to link her research to previous 
scholarship, was a frequent presenter at scientific conferences, and readily 
engaged in collaborations with colleagues that often led to a series of co-
authored publications around a certain topic. Most noticeable is her long-
lasting and close research collaboration with Robert J. Griffin, leading to 
more than 30 co-authored publications.

Quite early in her career, Sharon gained international reputation and influ-
ence. Her impact on the development of academic research on science jour-
nalism and risk coverage in Germany may be an example. In the early 1980s, 
science journalism practice, training, and scholarship in the United States 
served as a model for Germany. German scholars took an “envious look” at 
U.S. science journalism (Hömberg, 1984) and considered America “two steps 
ahead” of Germany and a “promised land” for science journalism (Ruß-
Mohl, 1984). Along with other colleagues from the United States, Sharon 
was invited to Germany for a workshop on “Science Journalism in the USA. 
Infrastructures, Training Programs and Secrets of Success” in 1984 (Robert 
Bosch Stiftung, 1985) and again in 1992 for a workshop on “Risk Reporting 
and Science Journalism” (Göpfert & Bader, 1998). I was lucky to meet her in 
the context of these activities organized by the Robert Bosch Foundation. 
This initial contact developed into a collaboration of almost 35 years—some-
times very intensely, at other times more casual.

In this commentary, I offer three general lessons from Sharon’s lifework 
and her points of view that are significant for me and that I believe to be of 
value for self-critical reflection on current assumptions and on research prac-
tices more generally.
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Substance Over Showmanship

In a project meeting in Cologne in 2005, an international group of investiga-
tors involved in a comparative survey of scientists in five countries (Peters 
et al., 2008) discussed the fresh results of an initial data analysis. The idea of 
submitting our first paper to Science emerged in the meeting and was enthu-
siastically greeted by most of us (including me). Sharon did not outright 
oppose our enthusiasm, but I sensed her uneasiness with the course of our 
discussion and understood the reason.

She would have preferred that we first had worked on a detailed article for 
our peer community and submitted it to Science Communication or Public 
Understanding of Science, carefully contextualizing it in the scholarship on 
the scientist-journalist relationship and addressing our peers, rather than 
“selling” a rather simple and short narrative with descriptive data highlights 
to a prestigious interdisciplinary journal with a mostly “hard science” audi-
ence—a journal that would be interested in our paper mainly from a profes-
sional policy perspective and not because of its scientific merits.

Of course, impact is important too, and our Science publication has had 
scholarly “impact” (if that can be measured in a number of citations), and it 
probably helped to counter the myth among scientists and science managers 
of scientists having mostly negative experiences with journalists. It also 
resulted in a number of media interviews and newspaper articles in the coun-
tries involved, and the article (and the media response it created) significantly 
improved my standing in my organization. Yet, there was a conflict in priority 
setting between optimizing our contribution to scholarly knowledge versus 
maximizing broad visibility and career benefit. Sharon—perhaps out of a 
sense of modesty but above all because of her commitment to a traditional 
scientific code of conduct—would likely have set the priorities differently 
than our group actually did.

While traditionally there has been ambivalence within science about 
addressing the public (e.g., Rödder, 2012), and some particularly visible sci-
entists have been heavily criticized by the scientific community for their pub-
lic communication activities (see the article about the Sagan effect in China 
in this issue), the call for scientists to engage with publics outside their scien-
tific community is now ubiquitous. Yet, the “medialization of science” theory 
of Peter Weingart (2012) claims that public visibility and its benefits for one-
self can be a “lure” for scientists to strive for public prominence rather than 
for scientific reputation, potentially compromising both scientific research 
and its public communication. In the episode described above, this lure may 
have influenced our decision to aim at broader impact rather than prioritizing 
communication with our own peer community. There is nothing wrong with 
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addressing audiences outside one’s own peer community, of course; Sharon’s 
work is actually devoted to making science accessible for the public and sci-
entific expertise useful for individual citizens and society. The lesson thus is 
not to abstain from addressing broader publics beyond the narrow peer com-
munity but doing it with a good reason, at the right time, and not at the 
expense of making substantial scholarly contributions.

Improving One-Way Communication

Sharon spent most of her professional life on research related to dissemina-
tion of information by science journalism—a form of science communication 
that for most recipients of a news story is essentially “one-way,” even if back 
channels exist such as letters to the editor or online comments. Browsing 
through her work, one rarely finds the buzz words of our community today, 
such as “dialog,” “participation,” or “public engagement.”

The absence of these words does not mean that she failed to recognize the 
changes of the media environment toward online communication and social 
media, or the paradigm shift from “public understanding” to “public engage-
ment.” She was actually quick to study the possible benefits of the internet 
and the hypertext structure of messages for science communication 
(Dunwoody, 2001; Eveland & Dunwoody, 1998), and she discussed how 
journalism adapts to the “digital age,” acknowledging the problems but also 
showing optimism (Dunwoody, 2021). Furthermore, she recognized limits of 
one-way mass communication for persuasion (Dunwoody, 2007a) and 
approvingly noted that journalistic stories, although seemingly one-way, 
sometimes initiate public discourses due to active audiences (Dunwoody, 
2021, p. 22). But despite the growing number of alternative channels and 
arenas of dialogic science-public encounters, she claimed that “science jour-
nalism has never been more important” than at the present (p. 14).

Public communication of science serves several goals such as building 
mutual trust and democratization of science through co-construction and par-
ticipation in the governance of science and innovation. The Science and 
Technology Studies community with its focus on the relationship of science 
with its social environment rather than knowledge dissemination has very 
successfully and rightfully put these goals on the agenda of science commu-
nication (e.g., Stilgoe et al., 2014)—and addressing these goals requires dia-
log and participation. Yet, these goals do not make the traditional and most 
basic goal of science communication obsolete: giving lay publics access to 
information from and about science. As a former journalist, Sharon believed 
in the value of providing valid and relevant information to audiences by pro-
fessional communicators. And she also believed that mass communication is 



132 Science Communication 45(1)

the most common source of science information for most people (cf. 
Dunwoody, 1993, p. 3). While she had journalism in mind when making that 
claim in 1993, she later pointed to the many forms of public dissemination by 
scientists made possible by the internet and bypassing journalism (Dunwoody, 
2021, p. 26). These remain basically one-way mass communication.

Sharon was quite critical toward both journalists and scientists as public 
communicators (see below). She recognized that science journalism has an 
educated audience in mind and did not believe in a strong impact on the 
larger part of the media audience, but she believed that journalism connects a 
broad audience to science, even if only, for most media consumers, in a 
superficial way (Dunwoody, 1993, p. 29). Her research was motivated by the 
belief that by better understanding of the audience and careful anticipation of 
its needs in the creation of messages beyond the rigid use of objectivity and 
balance heuristics (Dunwoody & Griffin, 2002, pp. 185–186), journalistic 
dissemination can become more inclusive and relevant. The lesson to be 
learned from Sharon’s work is that even in times when the call for dialog is 
ubiquitous, dissemination is necessary and still deserves scholarly attention.

Respecting the Audience

The term “enabling information,” introduced in the article “Inclusion of 
Useful Detail in Newspaper Coverage of a High-Level Nuclear Waste Siting 
Controversy” (Rossow & Dunwoody, 1991, p. 89), had an eye-opening 
impact on me. Referring to the concept of “mobilizing information” used by 
Lemert et al. (1977) but modifying it, the authors analyzed newspaper cover-
age on a nuclear waste siting controversy from the perspective of whether the 
coverage enabled readers to act. Here, the analysis used a narrow operation-
alization of “enabling” in the specific context of political participation. 
However, understood more broadly, the term “enabling information” sum-
marizes precisely Sharon’s normative perspective toward science communi-
cation: the deep conviction that science communication should serve the 
audience, not the communicator, and that it should help audience members to 
learn, understand, and act rationally according to their genuine interests 
rather than to conform with externally defined persuasive goals of mobiliza-
tion or acceptance.

We learn more about Sharon’s view on audiences in two conceptual book 
chapters. In “Focus on the Audience” (Dunwoody, 2008), she claims that 
actors in science communication (media, journalism, science) “have adopted 
audience orientations that served their specific needs but, until recently, never 
sought the kind of deeper understanding that could actually serve audience 
members themselves.” She criticizes media organizations for having “long 
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concentrated on viewing their audiences as products that can be sold to adver-
tisers” and science journalists for their “superficial, almost stereotypical 
understandings of audience,” and notes that “science’s historic interest in 
audiences has been in service to maintaining public support for science, its 
processes, and its products” (pp. 241–242), essentially criticizing the deficit 
model approach without using the term.

In the second book chapter that I wanted to discuss, “The Challenge of 
Trying to Make a Difference Using Media Messages” (Dunwoody, 2007a) 
published in Creating a Climate for Change: Communicating Climate Change 
and Facilitating Social Change (Moser & Dilling, 2007), she struggles with 
the tension between enabling and persuasive communication in issues such as 
climate change, where many people show beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that 
are against their genuine interests and seem immune to evidence and argu-
ments. While noting that the mass media channels face several “roadblocks,” 
making persuasive success unlikely for people holding strong counter-beliefs 
(and praising interpersonal channels as the “gold standard” to overcome that 
problem), she warned against abandoning the mass media channels. 
Emphasizing the value of information, she explained that “after all, media 
campaigns offer dramatic economies of scale by reaching large audiences at 
relatively low cost with potentially useful information” (p. 89) and pointed to 
knowledge gain as probably “the strongest direct effect of media messages” 
(p. 100).

I understand Sharon’s work as rejection of the idea that science com-
municators are entitled to treat the public as flock of “cognitive misers” 
that needs to be herded by whatever persuasive means are effective. Her 
lesson is to respect the media audience by not writing it off too readily as 
incapable of meaningful sense-making with respect to knowledge and 
arguments. Revealing her ambivalent attitude toward persuasion and her 
strong preference for informing the audience, she writes, “While an 
increasingly nuanced understanding of audience obviously will make per-
suasion more effective, for good or ill, it also makes it possible for com-
municators to ‘tell’ stories more effectively in service to informing and 
learning” (Dunwoody, 2008, p. 244).

In this commentary, I offered an interpretation of Sharon’s past and ongo-
ing significance for the field of science communication. My reconstruction of 
three of her deep convictions is necessarily selective and subjective. When 
re-reading some of Sharon’s publications for this article, I was again reminded 
of how nuanced her claims usually were and how carefully she analyzed situ-
ations being aware of their empirical and normative complexity. Bold theo-
retical claims were not her style, but she certainly had principles that guided 
her work and might be helpful in reflecting on ours.
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