
	   1	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Science Blogs as Mediators of Science to Non-Scientists 
 

Are they currently doing so, and how might they do so better in the 
future? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Anna Gardiner, 20918188 
SCOM4402: Science Communication Specialist Research Topics 

 
 

Word Count - 5685 
Date – 19th May, 2016 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   2	  

Table of Contents 
	  
INTRODUCTION	  ............................................................................................................................	  3	  
	  
CHAPTER 1: AN INTRODUCTION TO SCIENCE BLOGS	  ...............................................	  4	  

WHAT ARE THEY?	  .............................................................................................................................................	  4	  
WHO WRITES SCIENCE BLOGS?	  .....................................................................................................................	  5	  
WHO READS SCIENCE BLOGS?	  ......................................................................................................................	  7	  

	  
CHAPTER 2: NON-SCIENTISTS AND SCIENCE BLOGS	  .................................................	  8	  

EVIDENCE FOR SCIENCE BLOGS AS MEDIATORS TO NON-SCIENTISTS	  .................................................	  8	  
WHAT’S HINDERING SCIENCE BLOGS’ MEDIATING ROLE?	  ..................................................................	  10	  

1) The ‘water-cooler’ effect	  ....................................................................................................................	  10	  
2) Deficit model thinking	  .........................................................................................................................	  10	  
3) Blog design	  ..............................................................................................................................................	  11	  
4) Motivations	  ..............................................................................................................................................	  12	  

	  
CHAPTER 3: LOOKING FORWARD: SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT	  .......	  12	  

WRITING STYLE	  ...............................................................................................................................................	  13	  
BREAKING UP BIG TEXTS	  .............................................................................................................................	  13	  
TRAINING IN SCIENCE COMMUNICATION	  ................................................................................................	  14	  
MULTIMEDIA	  ...................................................................................................................................................	  15	  
CREATING COMMUNITY	  ................................................................................................................................	  15	  

	  
CONCLUSION	  ................................................................................................................................	  17	  
	  
REFERENCES	  ................................................................................................................................	  19	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
	  
	  



	   3	  

 

Introduction 
 

Science communication is like a plug. It stops science from pouring straight down the 

drain (and into scientific journals, where most can’t access), and allows the sink to fill 

and distribute science around where many more can use it. It is therefore an essential 

gap-filler, allowing conversation to flow between science researchers and the wider 

community – a mutually beneficial task for both parties involved. Researchers benefit, 

as their job is dependent on a public with some understanding and appreciation of 

their role, particularly as much science is publicly funded (Salter & Martin, 2001). 

The wider community benefit too, as greater scientific knowledge can empower them 

to make more informed decisions. It is therefore beneficial for everyone to investigate 

the best practice methods and outlets for science communication to increase its 

effectiveness. 

 

It is particularly relevant to focus studies on science communication to online 

platforms, as now more than ever people are seeking information here (Nielson, 

2014). According to the Australian Online Landscape Review (2014), Australians 

spend almost 24 hours a week online. When searching for science news in particular, 

60% of Australians currently do so online, and 52% want more science news here 

(Victorian State Government, 2011). Interestingly though, they’ve sought science 

news from science blogs just 2% of the time (Victorian State Government, 2011). 

 

Science blogs are an online channel for communicating science that have received 

many acclamations and yet little research. Currently however, they’re a less popular 

source of science information. Despite this, advocates have often credited science 

blogs as holding great potential to extend science conversations from an inner science 

circle to a much wider audience. It is therefore worth investigating this claim to 

understand why science blogs may not be effectively doing so, to help improve it as a 

science communication channel in the future. Consequently, in this review I aim to 

critically investigate the role of science blogs as mediators of science to ‘non-

scientists’ – defined here as those who have no scientific education outside high 



	   4	  

school. To do this I draw from papers published in English on science blogging over 

the last ten years. 

 

Chapter one provides a detailed description of science blogs, their benefits and whom 

the current evidence suggests reads and writes them. Chapter two investigates 

specifically the review’s research question – are science blogs working as mediators 

of science between scientists and non-scientists? If not, why may that be the case? 

Finally, chapter three will offer suggestions for science blogs moving forward, 

looking to improve their mediating potential.  

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Science Blogs 
 

What are they? 

To comprehensively describe science blogs it is necessary to first define what a blog 

is. Short for weblogs, blogs are a type of frequently updated website where an archive 

of online postings can be read – often with links to further information and with the 

option to comment (Bonetta, 2007; Masters, 2013; Mauranen, 2013). Science blogs 

specifically, are defined here as those blogs used to communicate science more than 

50% of the time (Ranger & Bultitude, 2016; Zivkovic, 2006). This gives them a lot of 

leeway to diversify and indeed they can be highly variable. Some science blogs are 

dedicated to discussing new research; others set out to debunk science myths, whilst 

some write about life as a scientist. Whatever the content, science blogs like all blogs, 

present a dynamic communication outlet where interactive discussion can occur 

immediately with anyone anywhere there is Internet access (Kedrowicz & Sullivan, 

2012). 

Science blogs have many advocates and there are many published commentary pieces 

in support of them as a science communication channel (for example, Schmidt, 2008; 

Steel, et al., 2012; Tola, 2008). For authors there are personal benefits, as science 

blogs can improve communication skills and be used for self-promotion (Bishop et 

al., 2014; Bonetta, 2007), whilst scientists can benefit too as having a research paper 

cited on a blog close to publication can increase it’s journal citations later on (Shema, 

Bar-Ilan & Thelwall, 2014). There are also altruistic benefits of science blogging, 
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including their potential role as mediators, working to disseminate science from 

scientists to anyone interested. This has been recognised by several authors (for 

example, Tola, 2008; Schmidt, 2008), including Wilkins (2008), who wrote “unlike 

laws and sausages, the public should see science during its manufacture, but the lay 

public is generally ill-equipped to interpret what they see, and science bloggers play a 

crucial role here” (p. 411). Whether science blogs are fulfilling this aspired role 

however, is something I will critically analyse in chapter two. 

Finally, despite these potential benefits science blogs are estimated to comprise only a 

tiny portion of the total blogosphere (Bonetta, 2007; Mahrt & Puschmann, 2014), 

although the exact percentage is hard to uncover. Blog numbers in general reach at 

least 150 million (Ranger & Bultitude, 2016) and there is no one authority 

categorising them. However, according to technology website Technorati (2011), 

science was not within the top 30 most common things to blog about – losing out to 

gadgets, fashion, politics and even technology brand Apple. It’s not surprising 

therefore that science blogs themselves are uncommon too (Bonetta, 2007; Mahrt & 

Puschmann, 2014). 

Who writes science blogs? 

Science blogs have a broad range of possible writers. Most research has focused on 

two categories of authors: scientists (Mewburn, & Thomson, 2013; Shem, Bar-Ilan & 

Thelwell, 2012) and science writers or journalists (Fahy, & Nisbet, 2011; Jarreau, 

2015), but they may be written by teachers, students, undergraduates, freelancers and 

amateur science writers too (Bonetta, 2007; Masters, 2013; Jarreau, 2015). However, 

several studies suggest that academics are the most common authors. Shema, Bar-

Ilan, & Thelwell (2012) found of their sample of 135 science bloggers, 32% held a 

PhD and 59% were involved with an academic institute, either as a student or 

researcher. Similarly, Mahrt, & Puschmann (2014) sampled 44 science bloggers from 

the blog-hosting platform, Scilogs.com, and reported 46% of authors held a PhD 

(Mahrt & Puschmann, 2014). However, as both studies recruited bloggers from 

science blog hosting websites, it may be that the selection criteria to join them favours 

authors with higher credentials.  
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For the most encompassing demographic information of science bloggers to date, I 

describe the key findings of Jarreau’s (2015) survey, collected from 610 science 

bloggers. Here, only a slight bias towards men existed, 57% compared to 42% female. 

Science bloggers were relatively young, with the largest portion of respondents 

between 18 and 34 years old (46% of the total sample). Consistent with previous 

findings (Mahrt, & Puschmann, 2014; Shema, Bar-Ilan, & Thelwell, 2012), Jarreau 

(2015) found science bloggers also tended to be highly educated. Fewer than 5% had 

less than a Bachelors degree, whilst the highest portion (48%) held PhDs. The most 

common occupation held by these science bloggers was by far within academic 

research – 47% of total respondents. Science writers and science journalists made up 

a combined total of 13% (Jarreau, 2015). Therefore fairly conclusive evidence exists 

to suggest that scientists make up the majority of science bloggers, and writers and 

journalists occupy a much smaller percentage.  

Interestingly, not all samples of science bloggers turn up such low percentages of 

science writers and journalists. Several studies have investigated ‘elite’ science 

bloggers – authors of science blogs, which have achieved success either through 

popularity (attracting many visitors to their sites) or by demonstrating great influence 

within the genre. One study (Ranger & Bultitude, 2016) interviewed seven blog 

authors from amongst the ten most popular science blogs listed on website 

Technorati, a site that collated blog information up until 2014 (Bhuiyan, 2014). 

Within this sample they found that none were working scientists but most had studied 

science at a higher level in university. Alternatively, the majority of the sample 

considered themselves professional science writers and three specifically held science 

journalism or writing degrees (Ranger & Bultitude, 2016). This study therefore 

suggests two things. Firstly, that science writers and journalists may be more 

successful at popularising science on blogs than scientist authors and secondly, that 

while it’s unnecessary to be a working academic, some science education past high 

school is advantageous when authoring a science blog. 

A larger sample of 20 ‘influential’ science bloggers was interviewed by Masters 

(2013) and included several participants who were later interviewed by Ranger & 

Bultitude (2016). However, Master’s (2013) sample was a more inclusive spread of 

possible science blog authors. Participants were made up of nine professional science 
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writers or science journalists, seven active academics and three recent graduates. This 

more diverse sample is probably because the author’s definition of influential was less 

restrictive and allowed him to pick and choose his participants from a range of 

sources. Nevertheless, the Masters (2013) study is consistent with the later findings of 

Ranger & Bultitude (2016), that science writers and journalists make up a larger 

percentage of successful science blogs when compared to science blog authors 

overall, and finally, that some advanced science education is a likely advantage.  

Who reads science blogs? 

A thorough investigation of the readers of science blogs has only recently been 

conducted. Jarreau & Porter (2016) [unpublished results] surveyed almost 3000 

science blog readers and found roughly half were over 40. Interestingly, this is older 

than science bloggers tend to be. According to Jarreau (2015), the largest constituency 

of science bloggers are between 18 and 34. Science blog readers were more 

commonly male (60% compared to 40% females) and the vast majority resided in the 

US (58%), the UK (11%) and Canada (6%). This is consistent with where most 

science bloggers are found (Mewburn & Thomson, 2013), suggesting science blogs as 

a whole are used predominantly in wealthy, English-speaking western countries. 

Finally, most readers had some association with science with only 23% indicating 

they were not currently pursuing some sort of science career. Given that respondents 

could select if they had already pursued a career in science or maybe pursuing a 

career in science, this 23% could be consistent with my working definition of a non-

scientist – someone who hasn’t studied science past the high school level. Suggesting 

few non-scientists read science blogs. 

Prior to the Jarreau & Porter (2016) study, researcher insights into the readership of 

science blogs were often gained through an analysis of the comments section. Kouper 

(2010) analysed 1409 comments from 11 science blogs and from this drew the 

conclusion that “those readers who engage in commenting are almost always 

associated with science one way or another” p. 6. Also, when science blogger Ed 

Yong posted the question ‘Who are you?’ on his blog ‘Not Exactly Rocket Science’, 

the comments he received indicated an audience that’s young to middle aged and 

highly educated, most often in science (Shanahan, 2011; Yong, 2013). Therefore 
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Jarreau & Porter’s (2016) study supports these previous findings, that the majority of 

science blog readers are other scientists.  

Chapter 2: Non-scientists and science blogs 

While most readers of science blogs appear to other scientists (Jarreau & Porter, 

2016), science blogs do have an aspirational role as ‘science mediators’: defined 

specifically in this review as working as a go-between of science information, 

disseminating it from scientists to non-scientists. Thus here, both the facilitation of a 

two-way conversation between these two groups or a one-way stream of information 

from scientist to non-scientist is considered being evidence of science blogs working 

as mediators. A two-way conversation is more ideal, as it’s evidence the non-scientist 

reader is more engaged and both parties are taking greater advantage of the interactive 

features of blogs. However, it is also important to note that those non-scientists who 

read a blog but don’t comment may still join a science conversation in other ways. 

For example, sharing a blog’s link to friends or social media. Therefore this chapter 

will be looking for evidence of non-scientists using science blogs to support their 

mediating role, with a focus first on evidence of two-way conversations. The chapter 

will then conclude with possible reasons science blogs may not be fully realising this 

aspirational mediator role.  

Evidence for science blogs as mediators to non-scientists 

Shanahan (2011) provides one example of a science blog working as a mediator, 

where a post on ‘Not Exactly Rocket Science’ led to a collaboration between two 

readers: a farmer and a scientist. The post described new findings on sex 

determination in chickens, determined through analysis of gynandromorph chickens 

(rare chickens that are female on one side and male on the other). Upon reading this 

information, a farmer realised he owned one such chicken and emailed the blog 

author to get in touch with the scientists behind the research to offer his bird for their 

studies. These emails, and the ensuing collaboration between the reader and scientist, 

were published on the blog for other readers to follow. In addition to this, the original 

post was updated with a diagram because many readers in the comments section were 

requesting more information. Therefore this blog post is a fantastic example of the 

potential science blogs hold as mediators. Firstly, it created a conversation about 



	   9	  

science between a scientist and non-scientist, and secondly, it created a larger 

conversation between the blog’s readership and it’s author.   

Interviews with science bloggers show some report non-scientist readers on their 

blogs too. For example, one science blogger ‘Steve’ interviewed by Ranger & 

Bultitude (2016) stated, “The blog reaches a very wide variety of people including 

people who’ve never had an interest in science before [...] to professional scientists.” 

p. 367. Therefore he’s presumably engaged with non-scientists on his blog, indicating 

it’s working to mediate to this group at least some of the time. However he goes on to 

conclude by assuming most readers have some scientific background (Ranger & 

Bultitude, 2016). Bonetta (2007) interviewed another blogger, Paul Myers of blog 

Pharyngula, where he stated that he found his blog a useful way of communicating to 

the wider community. This suggests he too converses with non-scientists on his blog. 

Interestingly, both these bloggers come from popular science blogs who have larger 

than average readerships – Pharyngula receives around 20,000 visitors a day 

(Bonetta, 2007). This could be because most science blog studies focus on 

interviewing elite science bloggers (for example, Bonetta, 2007; Masters, 2013; 

Ranger & Bultitude, 2016), but it may also indicate that the more popular science 

blogs have more non-scientist readers and are therefore doing better at mediating to 

this audience. 

Other evidence of science blogs working as mediators of science between scientists 

and non-scientists is less convincing. When Kouper (2010) analysed 11 science blogs 

she found that user comments were a source authors commonly relied on when 

deciding on post topics. This certainly suggests an interaction between science blog 

authors and their readers, where authors are receiving requests via emails or within 

their comments section and responding by providing the requested information. 

However, Kouper (2010) also found the vast majority of those commenting readers 

were other scientists, indicative that this might be a better example of science being 

mediated between more scientists. Still, determining if someone commenting is a 

scientist is highly interpretive, because commenters don’t often announce their 

occupation or educational background. Therefore knowledgeable laypersons could be 

confused with specialists. Of Kouper’s (2010) sample, she did note one science blog 

where non-scientists made up a large proportion of readers – Wired Science. 
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Therefore this may be another example of a science blog effectively mediating 

science to non-scientists.  

Overall, the evidence of science blogs working as mediators to non-scientist readers 

relies predominantly on science bloggers self-reporting (Bonetta, 2007; Ranger & 

Bultitude, 2016) and a few described case studies (Shanahan, 2011). Indeed it is 

difficult to investigate science blog readers because most people who comment 

remain anonymous (Sankaram & Schober, 2015). According to Sankaram and 

Schober (2015) over 90% of blog readers could be acting as ‘lurkers’, those who visit 

a blog but do not comment despite being able to. However as described in chapter 

two, several studies suggest that few non-scientists are reading science blogs (Jarreau 

& Porter, 2016; Kouper, 2010). Most notably the recent findings of Jarreau & Porter 

(2016) [unpublished results], found that just 23% of science blog readers are not 

pursuing a career in science. Therefore the current evidence suggests that science 

blogs mediate to non-scientists on rare occasions and usually on those science blogs 

that are popular. Instead, most of the time science blogs appear to mediate science to 

other scientists. 

What’s hindering science blogs’ mediating role? 

1) The ‘water-cooler’ effect 

The dominance of other scientists on science blogs has been described as the ‘water 

cooler’ effect (Kouper, 2010), where the comments section in particular becomes a 

place where academics virtually meet and chat. This can benefit the scientists on the 

site as they can discuss issues relevant to them and receive feedback from other 

researchers in their field – but for non-scientists visiting it could act as a barrier. Lack 

of confidence on a topic is a common reason people choose not to comment on blogs 

(Kornejeva, 2012; Sankaram & Schober, 2015), so the academic nature of the 

conversation could intimidate non-scientists from asking a question or joining a 

debate and thus hinder the science blog’s ability to work as a mediator between these 

two groups. 

2) Deficit model thinking 

A lack of non-scientists using science blogs may also be a consequence of deficit 

model type thinking. This is a flawed model of thinking in science communication, 
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where the communicator believes that providing science information alone with no 

consideration of who is receiving this information, will be sufficient to influence their 

attitudes and behaviours (Atteensuu, 2011). In the case of science blogs, authors may 

intend their work to be read by anyone, but because they’re not writing with non-

scientists in mind they consequently do not reach this audience. This is supported by 

Mewburn & Thomson’s (2013) study of 100 science blogs, which found only 17% 

wrote in a style that targeted an educated public. Significantly lower than the 73% that 

seemed to be writing for other academics. This is in stark contrast to the Mahrt & 

Puschmann (2014) study, where 80% of science bloggers said they intended anyone 

interested in the topic to read their work. It contrasts too with the Jarreau (2015) 

survey, which found most science bloggers perceive themselves as explainers of 

science – ‘I explain or translate scientific information from experts to non-specialist 

publics’ p. 11. Therefore science bloggers may want to reach a ‘general public’ and 

think they’re doing so, but often employ deficit model thinking and consequently do 

not communicate in a way that could help them achieve this. 

3) Blog design 

Blog design can influence recruitment (Lindgaard et al., 2006; Ranger & Bultitude, 

2016), so analysing the way science bloggers structure their blogs may also reveal 

why they’re not currently popular with non-scientist readers. Ranger & Bultitude 

(2016) compared the top ten science blogs to the top ten non-science blogs, and found 

the science blogs used fewer non-text elements (pictures, videos and audio) but more 

explanatory figures (graphs and tables). In addition to this, science blogs also updated 

seven times less frequently than non-science blogs and had a significantly higher 

word count than non-science blogs. Whilst this is not a representative sample of all 

science blogs, it does suggest science bloggers design their blogs differently to non-

science blogs and this could be hindering them from becoming as popular. 

Another element of a blog’s design is the writing style adopted. As mentioned above, 

Mewburn & Thomson (2013) found only 17% of science bloggers shaped their 

writing style to target an educated public. The study categorised bloggers as targeting 

this group if they made an effort to reduce jargon or took time to clearly explain 

specialised terms (Mewburn & Thomson, 2013). For such a majority not to employ 

this kind of writing when communicating science is likely a major hindrance to non-
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scientist readers. As Oppenheimer (2006) summarises, simple writing has many 

positive effects – it’s easier to process, more likely to be believed as true and more 

likely to be liked. Simple writing therefore, would be better at helping non-scientists 

process science information, trust that information and actually enjoy reading it. 

Therefore a lack of simple writing could be preventing more non-scientists from 

reading science blogs.  

4) Motivations 

Science blogs may also be hindered from realising their potential as science mediators 

due to a lack of motivation from science bloggers to fulfil this role. Many studies 

have investigated the motives of science bloggers, although often on small, non-

representative samples (for example, Riesch & Mendel, 2014; Zhu & Proecter, 2015). 

When Zhu and Procter (2015) interviewed six UK PhD students, they found the 

greatest motivator for blogging was to practice writing. Riesch & Mendel (2014) 

interviewed a slightly larger sample of 13 science bloggers from the blog-hosting 

platform Bad Science and found that most commonly, bloggers were motivated to 

blog because it was recommended by an acquaintance. Only two bloggers interviewed 

stated mediating science as a motivation (Riesch & Mendel, 2014). Mahrt & 

Puschmann (2014) collected the most comprehensive data on science blogger 

motivations to date, finding a love of writing to be the greatest motivator for 

blogging. However, presenting science to ‘the public’ was the second greatest 

motivator, with 68% admitting so (Mahrt & Puschmann, 2014). These studies indicate 

that science blogger motivations are diverse but often primarily for personal reasons 

versus altruistic. While many bloggers may also be motivated to share science with a 

wider audience, perhaps they would be unwilling to do so if it meant affecting the 

personal gains they acquire through blogging, for example, changing their writing 

style. Therefore a lack of primary motivation to mediate science to non-scientists is 

likely hindering science blogs from fulfilling this role too.  

Chapter 3: Looking Forward: Suggestions for Improvement 

While there is evidence of science blogs mediating to non-scientists, it appears they’re 

more commonly mediators of science to other scientists. Consequently, science blogs 

have not reached their full potential in this aspirational role. This chapter will now 
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draw additionally on the broader literature of blogs and science writing online to 

make suggestions for the improvement of science blogs as mediators to non-scientists 

in the future.  

Writing style 
	  
While some science bloggers adopt a writing style suitable for laypersons (Mewburn 

& Thomson, 2013; Ranger & Bultitude, 2016), others do not (Mahrt & Puschmann, 

2014) and this could be hindering their mediating potential. When Ranger & Bultitude 

(2016) interviewed the authors of the ten most successful science blogs, the majority 

reported targeting people interested in science, without being specialists. These 

writers followed through with these intentions, with an analysis of their posts finding 

no difference in the complexity of their writing when compared to the top ten non-

science blogs. All blogs made an effort to write for non-specialist audiences by 

avoiding jargon and using analogies and metaphors to explain complex topics (Ranger 

& Bultitude, 2016). The fact that the most popular science blogs adopt these 

techniques and write in a style suitable for non-specialists, suggests it’s advantageous 

for expanding readership and likely readership inclusive of more non-scientists. 

Therefore science blogs looking to mediate to this target audience should consider 

adopting this more appropriate writing style. 

Breaking up Big Texts 

Ranger & Bultitude (2016) also found that science blog posts had a significantly 

higher word count than those on non-science blogs. Potentially, this is attributed to 

the fact that most science bloggers identify themselves as explainers of science 

(Jarreau, 2015), seeing them thoroughly analyse a topic. However, reading in an 

online environment is already considered to be more cognitively demanding than 

printed text (Macedo-Rouet et al., 2003) and many more online readers skim 

(Macedo-Rouet et al., 2003). Therefore, seeing a lengthy science post may discourage 

a potential non-scientist reader from reading the text, as they might perceive the 

cognitive load as too great. To combat this, science bloggers may consider shortening 

their texts or taking greater advantage of structural organisers. Structural organisers 

help distinguish themes within content and can include headings, titles and tables of 

contents (Macedo-Rouet et al., 2003). According to Macedo-Rouet et al. (2003) 

studies have found they aid readers’ online navigation and learning. Therefore 
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structural organisers could be another way science bloggers could structure their posts 

to more effectively cater for a non-specialist audience.  

Training in Science Communication 

Science bloggers seeking to improve the mediating potential of their blogs may also 

benefit from training in science communication. Academics can find it challenging to 

separate their professional norms when communicating on blogs (Kedrowicz & 

Sullivan, 2012) particularly as some parts of blogging are antithetical to how 

scientists are traditionally trained (Bonetta, 2007). For example, scientific writing 

usually avoids personal opinion yet revealing your personality and forming an opinion 

are recommended when blogging (Kouper, 2010; Wilkins, 2008). Also, many science 

bloggers appear to employ deficit model thinking – they intend their science writing 

to reach a wider audience but don’t employ the necessary tactics for it to do so. 

Therefore, training in science communication which provided tips to avoiding deficit 

model thinking and overcoming professional norms would help science bloggers 

target a non-scientist audience to greater effect. This is especially relevant to scientists 

who blog or who are considering blogging, firstly, because they make up the majority 

of science bloggers (Jarreau, 2015) and secondly, because efficacy is one of the 

greatest instigators of scientists engaging online (Besley, 2015).   

Successful blogging as a result of science communication education has also been 

described previously, when Thorsen (2013) described the process of Antarctic 

scientists writing for the science blog Ice Stories. Here scientists received advice from 

the editorial team on how to select post topics suitable for a wide audience, and tips to 

write these posts so they were suitable for a wide audience too. As a consequence of 

the advice, one editorial staff member stated, “After a few rounds, the scientists 

generally get it and their work improves so that we do very little editing.” p. 11. In 

return, the scientists felt grateful for the help and believed they were now better 

placed to report their research online (Thorsen, 2013). Therefore there is past 

evidence in the literature of science communication training helping science bloggers 

mediate science to non-scientists with greater effect. 
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Multimedia 

When Ranger and Bultitude (2016) analysed the ten most popular science blogs, they 

found they used significantly less images and videos than the ten most popular non-

science blogs. Furthermore, interviews with the science bloggers indicated that while 

they thought using multimedia was important, they didn’t think it was essential 

(Ranger & Bultitude, 2016). Although this sample is small, it could indicate that 

science bloggers are less likely to include multimedia in their posts and undervalue 

their effect when compared to other bloggers, and this could be hindering them from 

reaching more non-scientist readers. In fact, multimedia can be hugely important on a 

blog. According to Lindgaard et al. (2006), people make a decision about whether 

they like a website or not within 50ms. Embedding multimedia on a post can help 

catch people’s attention in this short space of time and lead to increased visitor 

numbers (Lindgaard, et al., 2006).  

Multimedia may also be integral, because they can help create positive first 

impressions. First impressions on a website may be incredibly important due to 

cognitive confirmation bias (Lindgaard et al., 2006), where readers search wholly for 

evidence that supports their first impression. Therefore a reader who gets a positive 

first impression from a science blog is more likely to search for more positive things 

on the site and overlook any negatives they find later on. As multimedia can be 

aesthetically pleasing, more multimedia on science blogs could lead to more positive 

first impressions from visitors. Due to cognitive confirmation bias, these visitors are 

then more likely to continue enjoying the site too. In turn this could aid science blogs 

to reach more non-scientists, and mediate science to them to greater effect. 

Creating Community 

Science blogs could also encourage more interaction with non-scientist readers by 

creating a sense of community that’s inclusive of all science skill levels. When 

Kouper (2010) analysed science blog comments she found very little evidence of non-

scientists contributing. This could be due to their lack of confidence on science topics, 

as lack of confidence is a common reason blog visitors choose not to comment 

(Kornejeva, 2012; Sankaram & Schober, 2015). A possible way to combat this, is for 

bloggers to create a feeling of community as this can encourage engagement on blogs 



	   16	  

(Baumer, Sueyoshi, & Tomlinson, 2011; Kedrowicz, & Sullivan, 2012). When 

Baumer, Sueyoshi and Tomlinson (2008) interviewed blog readers, they found the 

majority initially read a blog for information but continued to follow along because 

they felt connected to the blog’s author. They also found that when people read a blog 

and felt part of a community, they were more likely to follow along and comment on 

that blog too (Baumer, Sueyoshi & Tomlinson, 2008).  

So how can science bloggers create a sense of community inclusive of non-scientist 

readers? Firstly, science bloggers could take time to mediate their comments section 

by translating jargon here and openly calling for the opinion of non-scientists when 

applicable, or by noting elsewhere in the blog that they welcome the opinions of 

readers from all education backgrounds. This could help non-scientist visitors feel 

part of the blog’s community, and consequently be more likely to engage with the 

blog (Baumer, Sueyoshi & Tomlinson, 2008). Secondly, science bloggers could add 

more personal voice to their writing. Kouper (2010) stated that forming personal 

opinions on controversial topics could help encourage audience engagement on 

science blogs, and Wilkins (2008) described how science bloggers who reveal their 

personality help to humanise science. Having a personal voice gives readers 

something to connect to, which encourages them to follow along (Baumer, Sueyoshi 

& Tomlinson, 2008), especially if they agree with those opinions (Gilbert et. al., 

2009). Therefore the creation of an inclusive blog community and writing with strong 

personal voice could help science blogs retain readers, including non-scientist readers, 

allowing them greater mediating ability.  

Finally, science bloggers could also help to create a community inclusive of non-

scientists by encouraging participation in this target group. Blog engagement can be 

improved through audience participation (Kedrowicz & Sullivan, 2012), and 

according to Baumer, Sueyoshi and Tomlinson (2011) there are three key ways 

readers can partake on a blog: contributing content, setting the tone and constructing 

the blogger’s identity. In this case I believe the first option, contributing content, is 

particularly relevant. Here, science bloggers could turn the comments and questions 

of their non-scientist blog readers, friends and family into blog posts. This would help 

science bloggers choose post topics that are relevant to this group of readers. Also, 

because many blog readers perceive themselves as having little impact on a blog 
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(Baumer, Sueyoshi, & Tomlinson, 2011), bloggers should also credit the non-scientist 

source of the post (e.g. Last weekend my green grocer, Bob asked me…). This would 

help improve non-scientists’ perception of their impact and help establish the science 

blog community as one inclusive of this non-scientist group.  

Conclusion 

While science blogs have an aspirational role as mediators of science to non-

scientists, it appears they’re not fully realising this potential. The evidence for is 

restricted to bloggers self-reporting in interviews and a few described case studies, 

whilst more comprehensive evidence suggests that most often science blogs mediate 

science to other scientists. This review offered several reasons as to why this may be 

occurring.  

As scientists make up the majority of science blog authors, science blogs often 

become places that welcome scientist readers versus non-scientist. The could be a 

result of the water cooler effect intimidating non-scientists from commenting on 

science blogs and deficit model thinking, leading science blog posts to be 

inadequately shaped to reach non-scientist audiences. Importantly, not all science 

bloggers are motivated to mediate science to non-scientist readers and this likely has a 

huge effect on how successfully their blogs fulfil this role. Many science bloggers 

blog out of a simple enjoyment of writing and may not be willing to change the way 

they write to suit a wider audience. Therefore I believe the science blogs who’re most 

likely to succeed as science mediators to non-scientists, are those blogs with authors 

who are highly motivated to do so.  

Finally, chapter three saw this review offer suggestions for science blogs looking to 

mediate science to non-scientists with greater effect in the future. Science blogs could 

consider writing in a more accessible style, break up long texts with structural 

organisers and embed more multimedia in their posts. Most importantly however, 

science blogs need to foster a community more inclusive of non-scientist readers on 

their blogs. This could be achieved by science bloggers mediating their comments 

section, writing with a personal voice and by encouraging participation. Finally, 

science bloggers may also consider some science communication training to help 
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them target non-scientist readers to a greater extent. In particular, training that made 

them aware of deficit model thinking. This would be especially important for 

scientists who author science blogs, as they are highly motivated by efficacy to 

engage online.  

In conclusion, the adoption of these techniques by bloggers who are motivated to 

mediate science to non-scientists could ultimately help more people engage with 

science online. In a world where we seek science information here increasingly often, 

these findings could help science blogs meet more of this demand and take a step 

closer to fulfilling their aspirational role: mediators of science to non-scientists.  
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