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Introduction: What evidence is there that any public
communication of astrobiology is effective in changing
or influencing the understanding, attitudes and percep-
tions of science? In 2001, Sless and Shrensky pointed
out that the evidence of the effectiveness of science
communication in general is about as “... strong as the
evidence linking rainmaking ceremonies to the occur-
rence of rain”[1]. In 2017, very little has changed and
there have been very few attempts to formally measure
the success of public engagement activities—such as
public talks, science cafes, interactive events and festi-
vals—against clear indicators of success.

We report on a pilot study of four science educa-
tion and outreach activities held at the Museum of Ap-
plied Arts and Science in Sydney, Australia. Pre and
post questionnaires containing validated Likert-scale
items were used to measure participants’ trust in sci-
ence and scientists, their understanding of scientific
practice, and their opinions on its relevance and value
to society. A total of 46 pre and post surveys were
matched. The results show that after the event, partici-
pants demonstrated more positive attitudes and an in-
crease in trust, but a decrease in understanding of sci-
entific practice.

The results of this pilot study suggest that the way
we are communicating science is misleading the pub-
lic’s perception of science as absolute, instead of the
evolving endeavour that it actually is. We argue that
we need to change the way we communicate science—
including astrobiology—by focussing more on reveal-
ing how science is practiced and being more open
about the way conclusions are reached, in order to in-
crease the public’s understanding of scientific practice.
We also argue that increasing the public’s understand-
ing of scientific practice is key to understanding sci-
ence itself and to increasing trust in science and scien-
tists.

The results of this pilot study will inform further
research into the effectiveness of science education and
outreach at achieving objectives, as well as identifying
the types of activities and formats that are most effec-
tive at achieving these objectives.
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