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Recent national crisis where science 
communication failed/was insufficient - UK

Formal communication around COVID-19 was good including useful messaging on:
• Risk, the disease and treatments
• Distancing
• Need to limit interactions
• Progress on treatments and vaccines
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However, this was somewhat undermined by:
• Individuals in positions of authority not following 

the guidance they had issued
• Controversies over COVID related procurement
• Media exaggerating scientific differences 
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Science communication success story: mDNA donation
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Mitochondrial donation can stop mitochondrial diseases passing 
from parent to child. However, UK law classified use of eggs and 
embryos with altered DNA as illegal. 

UK Government was aware that this blocked potential life saving 
treatments and wished to test public acceptance of these 
techniques. There were several strands to this communication
• Consultation and deliberative public dialogue
• Engagement of experts to inform media reporting, through 

SMC
• Campaigns by patient groups supported by researchers

Through the use of these approaches Government gained 
confidence that the public would accept these treatments and 
the law was changed.

The Times, 
2012

The ‘I on 
Sunday’, 2015

The Guardian, 
2025
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Main actors responsible for communicating 
scientific evidence to the public during crises
The main actors will depend on the scale and nature of the crisis, 
though broad categories can be identified the individuals will vary 
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Take away message
Trust is dependent 
on Trustworthiness
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Sample text
Sample text
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