
between a rock and a hard place…

communicating geoscience to a dissonant and wary public



It’s where they’re drilling and it like 
vibrates the Earth and it caused 

earthquakes and somebody was saying 
‘Yes it does, it’s okay, it’s manageable’ 

That was recently. My instinct went ‘Oh, 
what are you doing? You know, it’s not 

right. It doesn’t feel right.’ 

(Mother, Mother & Toddlers group)

(Williams 2013)



People seek affirmation of their attitudes (or beliefs), no 

matter how fringe. They will reject any information that 

are counter to their attitudes

Attitudes that are not formed by logic 

(nor facts) are not influenced by 

logical (nor factual arguments)

People most trust those whose values 

mirror their own.

When information is complex, people 

make decisions based on their values 

and beliefs



Public concerns about contentious science or 

technologies are almost never about the science - and 

scientific information therefore does little to influence 

these concerns. 



United Downs Deep 

Geothermal Power Project
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“And you keep going down and 
down until you eventually hit, I take 
it, very hot rocks and the coal 
there. 

If it’s not from the heat being 
radiated, it’s from being enclosed, 
I’m sure it will get hotter.   

Decent miners, a lot of miners there, 
they’re virtually in the nude 
because it’s so hot.”



“So down towards the very, 
very bottom of the Earth. 

That’s because it’s where it’s 
all broken down even more 
and I presume that’s where 

the heat of the Earth is.”







CCS
Protest 

Potential Tampering with the 

subsurface



Two elements in a typical risk controversy…

1. People over-estimate the hazard

2. People are outraged

‘The public often misrepresent the hazard. The experts often

misperceive the outrage. But the overarching problem is that

the public cares too little about the hazard, and the experts

care too little about the outrage.’



If people are outraged because they overestimate

the hazard, the solution is….

explain the hazard better



If people overestimate the hazard because they are

outraged, the solution is…

‘why are they outraged?’



RISK = HAZARD x OUTRAGE



Problem-

driven

Knowledge-

driven

Public Participation

M
o

ti
v
a

ti
o

n

Low High

Make 

and 

Sell

Sense

and 

Respond

Public

Understanding

of Science

(deficit model)

Public

Engagement

(dialogue model)

From matters 

of fact…

to matters of 

concern…

Guide

and 

Co-create




