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The challenge…. 
Methodology 

“We all remember what it was 

like to be 18: the idea of going 

to a party with one’s mother 

was pretty much up there with 

joining the after school physics 

club in terms of social 

humiliation.  



Science needs to re-engage 

MMR… 

Mobile phones… 

Energy… 

Climate change… 

Why does it matter? 



CERN’s communications strategy 

Methodology 



Methodology 

Methodology Perception versus reality 
What is CERN? 

Perception Reality 

CERN is a nuclear lab Particle physics 

CERN does military research Forbidden 

CERN is secretive Publishes openly 

CERN is closed Open to the public 

Much of our intranet is accessible. 

Our scientists are encouraged and enabled to communicate. 

Socially humiliating Really cool! 



Methodology 

Transparent, timely, honest: 
authoritative 

• Be part of the conversation 

• Gain trust 

• No choice 

• If it falls down, people will notice 

 



Methodology 

Methodology Market research shows 

• People think basic science is worthwhile… 

• But they realise it costs money… 

• So they’d like to see an immediate ROI 

 

Therefore CERN’s communication has focused on four key messages: 

 

Research 

Education 

Collaboration 

Innovation 

 

Collaborative research 

Society and skills 

Energy and Environment 

Health and biomedical 

Communications and new technologies 

 



Methodology 

Singing in harmony 



Methodology 

Member States Coordination: 

European particle physics communication 

network, established 2006 

Global Coordination: 

InterAction Collaboration 

www.interactions.org, established 2001 

In house coordination: LHC outreach group, established 1990s 

http://www.interactions.org


Methodology 

Every stakeholder, everywhere is 
equally important to us 
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Media Visits on Site 

• Press release coordination 

• Media visit coordination 

• Objectives: increase awareness, build trust 



Targeted events for key audiences 

• 5-6 April 2008. Open days  

• 10 September 2008. First beam 

• 21 October 2008. Official inauguration 

• 30 March 2010. First Physics 

• 13 December 2011. Higgs update seminar 

• Neighbours 

• Media 

• Political 

• Media  

• Media 



LHC First Beam 10 September 2008 

• 340 media outlets on site 

• 450 broadcasters 

• 2500 transmissions 

• 91 stand-ups 

• Audience in hundreds of 

millions 

 

 

“C E R N  i s  t h e  n e w  N A S A !” 



LHC First Physics 30 March 2010 

• CERN went from 90,000 to 

120,000 followers during 

the day 

• Keywords "LHC", "CERN", 

"TeV" and "experiment" 

were all global trends on 

Twitter at some point during 

the day 

 

• CERN's public homepage recorded 
205,000 visitors (unique IPs) from 
185 countries. Normal average 
10,000 visitors per day 

• The Press Office site recorded 
154,000 visitors. Normal average 
2,000 per day 

• 231 peak simultaneous 
connections to CERN's HQ 
broadcast (from LHC institutes) 

• The CERN LHC First Physics 
webcast was visited by 700,000 
unique computers (IP addresses) 

• GroovyGecko CEO: "make no 
mistake, this was a huge webcast” 

• Yospace mobile streaming: 3,521 
stream requests 



The big difference… 

Traditional 

Social 

2010 2008 

Social 

Traditional 



Higgs update seminar 

•Most Observed Message: 
Scientists narrow search for Higgs boson - they 
are on the right track 
 

•Most Observed Issue: 
Data not yet conclusive but announcement in 
2012 is likely 
 
Most Negative Message: 
Arguments over use of term ‘The God particle’ 
 

•Total Volume: 1910  

•Very Positive: 10.41%  

•Positive:  10.36%  

•Neutral:  68.17%  

•Poor:                         6.49%  

•Negative:                  4.55%  

•Circulation:   629,337,259 

•AVE:   €112,156,338 
   

 
 

      Key Metrics – Overall (Global)  

France 
15% 

Germany 
35% 

Italy 
8% 

Spain 
15% 

UK 
27% 

 Media Share (EU5) 
Share by Volume for Higgs boson Announcement 



Dealing with what came our way… 



… this landed on my desk in 2000 



Time to act… 



Methodology 
True or false? 

CERN has a space plane. ✗ 

CERN makes antimatter. ✓ 

Georges Charpak played frisbee. ✗ 

Antimatter could solve the energy crisis. ✗ 

Antimatter is used in PET scanners. ✓ 

PET scanners are developed at CERN. ✓ 



The media launch of Angels & Demons 



Earth eating Black Holes… 

We played it low key… 



At least at first… 

50/50 



The Lion, the Witch and the Black Hole 

“Once we Once we stop these guys 

at CERN then we have to ban 

wardrobes. We shouldn't be taking the 

chance of people ending up in 

Narnia!” 

 

Blog post, 30 March 2008 





When things go wrong… 

Tell it all, tell it fast, tell the truth… 



Timeline… 

• 10 September 2008: First Beam 

• 19 September 2008:  Breakdown 

• 20 September 2008: First communication of breakdown: Incident in LHC sector 3-4 

• 23 September 2008: LHC restart scheduled for 2009 

• 16 October 2008:  CERN releases analysis of LHC incident 

• 5 December 2008: LHC to restart in 2009 

What we did… 





Where has all this got us? 



Increased voice 

@CERN, you're the #4 influencer 

about Science & Technology on 

@klout!  



Media covering the process of science 



Greater penetration across society 



Is this all for the good? 

• The bigger they are, the harder they fall… 
• A bigger brand needs closer management… 
• A cautionary tale… 



A neutrino walked into a bar… 
16 September CERN agrees to host seminar on 23 September 

19 September Tommaso Dorigo blogs, post later pulled.  
CERN press office starts to receive calls.  

22 September day Il Giornale runs interview with Antonino Zichichi.  
Story starts to appear in other outlets. 
CERN briefs newswires. 

22 September evening Story appears on El Pais, Reuters, BBC… everywhere 

23 September morning Paper published on arXiv 
CERN issues statement, webcasts seminar 

24 September Peak in applications for 
CERN jobs 



…and said “who turned the lights out?” 



What role for the gatekeepers? 
• Traditionally, people like me have been the gatekeepers. 

• The gate is now well and truly open. 

• Engagement is vital in a science based age. 

• We aim to achieve that through: 

 broad engagement; 

 open, timely and honest communications; 

 making our stories relevant to all stakeholders everywhere. 

• The alternative is to allow gossip to become the favoured source of news. 

• Don’t forget – science journalists are often advocates for science. 

 

 



Thank you! 
 

 


