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Introduction 

The focus for LRP discussions were set at the communication efforts needed for strengthening 
SETAC Europe with efficient mechanisms to make us more visible to the public. As public we 
understand the different target groups outside: common people, politicians, journalists, teachers (at all 
levels), bloggers, industrialists/entrepreneurs, artists (incl. comedians), and students. They also differ 
widely in their characteristics and thus in the way they should be addressed. Here it is important to 
consider that we need different channels to reach the different target groups. They should be target-, 
topic- and outcome-specific. This would contribute to our goal of "Environmental quality through 
science". As starting point, we can report about previous efforts and the communication needs we 
must fulfill. These include both inside SETAC Europe but also from SETAC Europe to the outside 
world. These meeting outlines and discussion points were prepared within the LRP committee and in 
coordination with the Advisory Group on Science and Risk Communication (SCIRIC) from SETAC 
Europe. 

Internal communication: Building up SETAC Europe image 

To be able to provide clear messages outside SETAC Europe, we need to have a clear picture on who 
we are and how we want to be seen (Figure 1). This needs fluid communication among all subgroups 
and parties (academia, government, industry, students, branches, science disciplines). Second, we 
need to set the right strategies when communicating outside SETAC, otherwise our message will be 
lost. Sustainability (e.g. Berlin declaration), responsible research & innovation, realistic risk 
assessment, etc., all are societal topics that have been worked out and discussed at SETAC, but how 
sure are we that the message arrived somewhere outside us? 
 We could use this opportunity by organising events, participating at events, fueling 
discussions online and offline, etc., all under the SETAC brand. SEC could encourage research 
groups at universities, members at authorities, and industry members and especially the language 
branches to become active. SEC could set a strong incentive in promising 
administrative/organisational support, maybe also some financial. For an efficient communication, 
however, it is crucial to establish a clear picture of what SETAC research is and what we aim for 
on our Environmental Quality through Science mission. 

Figure 1. The interrelation between internal and external communication at SETAC Europe. 



External Communication: Building up verification mechanisms 
When setting the strategy at SETAC Europe, we should not think of communication as a “fire-and-
forget” approach. Modern communication does not build on deficit models but on interactivity and real 
participation.  
While in Figure 1 SETAC Europe and public are clearly separated, with our society being surrounded 
by a solid border, for verification of communication success we would need to open up, and by that, 
reach out (Figure 2). So here SETAC Europe´s borders are permeable, it incorporates the public, 
since all the activities displayed here will be SETAC activities, and hence the public would become a 
bit more part of us. But this would be only a small share of the public, and they could then spread the 
word about SETAC Europe to the outside. It´s a bit as „Bringing SETAC into the public by bringing the 
public into SETAC“ approach. Public awareness nowadays comes from participation. It has to do with 
them, not with us (that´s an idea coming actually from marketing). 
This is for sure a difficult challenge for a scientific society such as SETAC Europe, but also necessary 
in terms of an efficient communication strategy. Without such verification mechanisms our effort for 
communication in order to strengthen public awareness would be higher than necessary, especially if 
messages are misunderstood. On the other hand, if our messages are sustained within the public 
and/or specific target group, then people would work for us by spreading the word; and thus for our 
mission of environmental quality. Also, a process of verification how a message is received is already 
a way of reaching out to the people outside SETAC Europe, which is a pre-requisite for enhancing the 
visibility of our research. A lot can be done already using the internet. We could analyse blog and 
forum entries, tweets, and comments on news articles, and react with clarifications, detailed 
explanations, counter speach if necessary. More effort would be public discussions, local 
presentations, surveys, open days at member institutes. And of course, in the very beginning we have 
to be aware of best communication practice to avoid mistakes and minimize the risk of 
misunderstanding or at least ignorance. 

Figure 2. Verification mechanisms for communication outside SETAC Europe. 

Critical analysis of results from Discussions at SEC 
SEC members were distributed in 4 groups having maximum 5 members, and provided answers to 
the same five questions, after discussion during 120 min. The format for the discussion was highly 
open, and driven by one person in each group. After these discussions, all groups merged into a 
plenary discussion, where all answers were put together.  
Here present a critical analysis of the discussions, where most of the ideas provided have been 
evaluated, re-arranged (when appropriate) and interconnected, with the aim at arriving at specific 
actions to be taken at SETAC Europe in the near future. Obviously, the goal of these specific actions 
should be integrated in the already existing strategies at SETAC as a global society, implemented at 
the GU level, and vice versa (i.e., improving global strategies when appropriate). We also include, in 
this analysis, ideas that have been generated after the meeting from discussions among LRP 
committee and SCIRIC members. 
To keep the original goal of the discussions, the results are presented for each of the five questions: 
1) Which incentives would work for increasing internal communication in SETAC Europe? 
The idea of an incentive is not to provide opportunities or tools, but to make people use them. 



Eg. If you would like to have a clean city, you can put up lots of litter bins. But to make the people 
using them they should be easy recognizable (e.g. bright color, funny sayings on it), fun to use (e.g. 
easy accessible, clean, always empty enough), providing a good conscience (e.g. telling about the 
money saved, the benefit for the environment).  

Certainly, a strong positive identification with SETAC would help in internal communication. Many of 
the ideas provided for this question at SEC discussions in the four separate groups related to 
improving the electronic communication tools that are already existing (website, e-mail, SETAC 
Globe, forum groups). Significant efforts were identified that have increased the attractiveness of the 
SETAC website, even at the level of SETAC Europe. However, our website was seen as not very 
user-friendly, not easy to navigate through, and, still, with not clear paths to rapidly find information 
and contact persons specific to SETAC Europe. Having a SETAC Europe (sub) site was suggested as 
a tool to improve communication, but perhaps without awareness of possible structural difficulties of 
this measure in our society, the global nature of which makes a major benefit for our members from all 
around the World (“thinking globally, act locally”). An incentive on improving and simplifying the site 
was also suggested (good websites are short and simple, at least on the top few levels, fun to use, 
addictive, rewarding etc.- See e.g. the SOLUTIONS website as an example: http://www.solutions-
project.eu), and at the same time connecting with modern profile tools such as ORCID or Research 
Gate. The discussions also critically evaluated these possible improvements, and identified the need 
to know how many members (or potential members) really use all the electronic tools available from 
SETAC, and know if they see the benefit of all these existing initiatives. Economic costs for these 
improvements were not known, and therefore not included in the discussions, as well as possible 
impacts of these improvements on the technical performance of the site in places with sub-optimal 
connectivity to the internet. 

Another set of incentives were related to personal binding. Improved communication to general 
membership (not communication in council and among council and committees) and among them, as 
SETAC members, not only as scientists, would eventually (and quickly) result in stronger 
communication to the councils and committees. Identification is key here. Are individuals 
communicating as scientists only or at the same time as SETAC members? Communication within 
SETAC requires the members to feel like acting within the society. For most members, SETAC is 
present once or twice a year at the conferences. However, people working closely together during the 
organization of a SETAC Europe annual meeting, during participation to committees / symposia / 
workshops / SEC, or winners of SETAC Europe awards build up a strong identification with SETAC. 
Personal binding is what works behind such identification. Incentives were identified to promote such 
binding. For example, support could be given by the Brussels office, through a press release written in 
the language of the award winners, to be published in local or national press and in the 
communication channels existing in winner´s institution or company. The Brussels office could also 
organize a sort of open day at the AMs, where members could meet the staff, the SEC, the 
committees, and learn about how SETAC functions behind the scenes. In addition, two of the groups 
identified the need for improving transparency in governance; informing about procedures to 
establish committees, standing up for Council elections, etc. (is this known well enough by SETAC 
members, can information easily be found on the website?), and about the pains and gains of active 
participation at the time of invitation (how much time/energy will you need to invest in an activity, vs. 
benefits in terms of networking, reputation and recognition).  

2) What are the specific target groups we would like to reach out to (and why!)? 
The potential target groups outside SETAC Europe were classified in three layers or circles, each of 
which with specific reasons to be reached: 

 Inner circle: These groups would be contacted to i) broaden the network and possibility to 
exchange, ii) build professional recognition and create a community, iii) increase the influence, 
and iv) bring in ‘novel’ and ‘fresh’ views into the community for increased synergies. Here we 
can consider scientists in general who can make use of the knowledge in SETAC, 
Universities, and other professional societies (e.g. “biological” & human health societies) 
who are not already in SETAC. E.g. Many trained biologists/ecologists are more and more 
considering chemicals and ecotox as well, but remain faithfull to their ‘biological’ societies and 
perhaps even do not know about SETAC; Build partnerships, organize joint meetings/sessions 
at AM. Another example are environmental engineers, with interests that are easy to integrate 
in the SETAC scientific portfolio. 

 Middle circle: These are the groups that can really use the science for improving 
environmental quality. They are regulators that are not directly involved in SETAC (European 



agencies, national and regional public health and environmental health departments), 
Industry, Risk managers, Risk assessors, Product stewardships, Farmer associations. 

 External circle: To create general awareness of the topic and society; this could then feed-
back (at least) to the middle circle. Communication from environmental research to the public 
is scarce and should be dramatically increased to depict the importance of the topic. These 
groups are the general public, primary and secondary schools, journalists, politicians, Socio 
economic analysts. However, the discussions left open the issue of whether the general public 
should be considered as a target group for SETAC Europe. It’s perhaps SETAC members 
themselves who need to communicate to general public about their science, but this is already 
facilitated at many institutions, so perhaps SETAC has not a role in this? 

3) What GENERAL message should be communicated, and which SPECIFIC topics from 
SETAC research can attract the interest of the public? 

Each discussion group provided very different views to this, rather complex, question. Therefore, it is 
not possible to distillate a single general message. However, based on the discussions and ideas 
considered, a list of key-words can be provided:  
environmental quality, science, facts, sustainability, chemicals perception, neutral and unbiased, non-
profit organization, holistic, multidisciplinary, multi-organizational, policy implementation
One discussion group wondered whether communicating a general message is really a role for 
SETAC itself or for its individual members. However, a large part of SETAC is also the sum of its 
members. The SETAC lead could facilitate communication of specific topics by the members, give 
support, encouragement, etc. The general message could be on that the whole membership agrees 
on, and easy to understand to third parties: For example, a simple message to people involved with 
chemicals, on what they need to know about SETAC. They need to understand that they can take 
advantage of the organisation and that it will help them to open their mind and increase their 
knowledge. 
In relation to specific topics, all groups agreed that many specific SETAC topics could be attractive to 
groups outside SETAC, including: 
(micro)plastics, bees, endocrine disrupters, mixture toxicity, pharmaceuticals in the environment, 
climate change, wildlife, agricultural use (of chemicals) 
A need was identified to be advised in this respect by a Committee at SEC (for example, by 
PR&Membership com), in coordination with SCIRIC. 
4) How can we get these messages into the target groups? 
A set of different strategies were proposed, for application to each group category: 

• Inner circle groups:

• Increasing the number of participants to SETAC-organized activities (i.e. the SETAC 
network) 

• Invite to participate in annual meetings through session proposals and SETAC 
journals in topics not traditionally covered or established (e.g. environmental 
engineering). 

• news circulating on the website;  Improvement attractiveness and engagement of 
website 

• Using Social media (Facebook, Linked-in and Twitter) by having a person dedicated 
for this. Improve use of social media by SETAC Europe members (twitter, Facebook) 
by promotion of meetings, laymen abstracts (of ET&C, IEAM articles) and article links 
in tweets (need selection process: which articles make it to twitter?). Promote Twitter 
in annual meetings. 

• Use contents from special sessions on communication 
• Outreach comm. & students Sending hot topics to communication specialists 
• Branding SETAC on general websites (eg chemwatch and website ‘Global 

Understanding’). 
• Revise/improve the policy of SETAC logo use, to make is more visible but at the same 

time to protect our image. For example, see the possibility to share the logo with 
related organizations.  

• Try and have a link on website of other societies or institutions that are related to 
SETAC in their thinking. Eg as a SEC member you can mention on your company’s 
website a link to SETAC (Europe). Exchange information / advertising aboutmeetings 
on other societies’ websites (and vice versa) 



• Middle circle groups:

• Setting small nucleation spots could dramatically increase awareness. The role of 
branches is very important. Many small scale enterprises, teachers, schools, & 
farmers will not know or have to access to SETAC Europe but will be approachable by 
local branches. The bottom-up approach can be very useful, since ultimately EU 
legislation has to start at the local level and be discussed there.  

• Publishing weekly articles on how their research contributes to the world 
problem/issue (similar to Wageningen university, for example) 

• articles on scientific newspapers 
• Put a “question and answer” section on the SETAC website, having experts that can 

easily be contacted for specific areas to answer difficult questions, in a form of a 
helpdesk. Alternatively helpdesk officer sends the questions to advisory groups. 

• External circle groups:

• Improve our PR perhaps through a promotional video (of about 1 minute) to be 
distributed on the SETAC  website / through media, social media, at local events; 
creating popups that show up on your organisation’s website, etc. The SETAC office 
would need to approve its use and somehow patent it. It would be good to keep track 
of how many clicks are made.  

• Using humor as a tool (science slams). This should be available directly from the 
SETAC website, easy to find and attractively presented for people surfing by (like 
journalists). Going further, we could develop a “SETAC slam”, meaning not to convey 
science but what SETAC is all about. Record it professionally and put the video on the 
website, show at events etc. 

• Preparing at the annual meetings simple messages for public 
• Different strategies for different generations. 
• Spearhead the concept of SETAC into people’s heads, and make it accessible to the 

public, by being present at local events. 

5) How can we verify that they receive the message in a right and sustained way? 

The idea behind this question was that we have to avoid misinformation of the target groups. This 
means that, if SETAC communicates to them, they should (a) understand in the way SETAC meant 
the message, (b) incorporate the message in their thinking and acting. Because our messages 
(should) mean something, they should be about change. So we have to verify that the change can 
happen. If we see difficulties due to misunderstanding we would have to make things more clear. 
Consequently, we would have to look at blogs and tweets etc, but really also at the content and act if 
we think that messages are not perceived in the right way. With “we” I mean every SETAC scientist. 
This may be on the level of members, not a task by the office or whoever. But the office, the SEC, the 
respective committees and AGs (SCIRIC) have to take measure to convince the scientists of taking 
care of their messages. 
 Provided that the feedback on the communication is difficult and requires a 
moderator/facilitator, several verification tools were proposed: 

• Evaluation forms 
• Monitoring the increase in number in SETAC activities 
• Questionnaire to SETAC members to see if the work from SETAC is used on the national 

level 
• number of downloads of webinars and differentiate if it is a SETAC member or not. 
• analyse blogs and tweets 
• google analytics – how many times SETAC is mentioned 
• Surveys on booths 
• Engagement (organized) discussions of social media 
• Hire companies specialist in surveys (every two years): Someone outside SETAC should 

evaluate how we are doing – so that we are not posing the questions ourselves. 



Suggestion for action points based on the outcomes of the discussions: 

The results from the discussions generated multiple measures and ideas that could inspire in different 
ways the activities of SEC committees. Just the perception that communication strategies both within 
and outside SETAC are important is a result by itself. In addition we propose three specific actions to 
be taken, in an interconnected three-pronged approach, to take action at all three identified circles 
(Figure 3). Once discussed at SEC, a decision should be taken on whether these are implemented at 
global level in SETAC, and on the person(s) directly responsible for their implementation. 

Figure 3. Specific actions suggested to improve SETAC Communication strategies 

We would make a strong leap forward if we really increase identification of our members with and 
through SETAC. This could be easily done by giving the members opportunities to act as part of 
SETAC without having to participate in a council, committee or advisory group. Three possible actions 
to get there: 
a) Questions and Answers SETAC Helpdesk. Establish a publicly available Q&A section on the 

website, structure like a helpdesk. Let members be registered for this section as a SETAC expert 
for a certain topic. This makes the members think about what they do in terms of SETAC 
research, development and consultancy. Being asked as SETAC expert lets the members 
recognise their SETAC membership as part of their professional visibility. This should not be seen 
as the opinion of SETAC as an organisation, but is just one science-based answer coming from 
the SETAC community. 
 We can presume that in the beginning, e.g., media people searching for facts for an article; 
teachers looking for content for their classes; students of environmental sciences; employess at 
authorities use this “helpdesk” – hence, the middle circle. They then spread the word as they 
experience the helpdesk to be useful, and eventually also the external circle becomes aware
and gets connected to SETAC. 
 Journalists and teachers/pupils are perfect amplifiers for such things. Hence, press releases 
should be issued, heavy promotion on the social web should be initiated. Best would be to have 
soon some success stories about how the helpdesk answered questions (again for this, press 
releases, social media). 
 A physical extension of this desk could be organized at annual meetings, for example at 
SETAC booth, with selected Helpdesk actors. Selected Q&As could be printed and framed in 
booklets and posters. 

In a nutshell ACTION 1: Helpdesk 
TASKS 
1. Let members be registered as SETAC experts 
2. Set up a Q&A section on the SETAC website (helpdesk-like) 
3. Heavily promote this new tool 



b) Short introductory multilingual video clip on SETAC. To be shown by members where 
appropriate (events, presentations, websites etc.). It should be entertaining and activating, leaving 
the viewer to desire to know more about SETAC. In the clip, explicitely promote the helpdesk as 
an easy way for the “public” to interact with SETAC. Also produce two slides on SETAC and 
highlighting the helpdesk, which can be easily integrated into presentations. This way members 
can act as part of SETAC and are regularly reminded that they belong to the society. Also, if 
necessary rules should be defined how SETAC members are allowed to use the SETAC logo and 
the claim, e.g., in signatures. If no such rules are deemed necessary this should be clearly 
communicated to all members. 
 The video should be easily found on the SETAC website, and it could be video-edited at least 
in the main languages of our geographical unit (English, German, French, Italian and Spanish). 
Ideally (and according to budget and/or sponsors), other languages (and, eventually, other cultural 
adaptations) could be available to cover regional and local communication needs. For example, 
Arab and Russian videos could be used to help to consolidate the corresponding language 
branches in Arabian Gulf and Russia. After watching, interested people can readily dig deeper into 
the website and find out more about SETAC. Again, middle circle representatives are likely to 
be the first target groups, when, e.g., visiting setac.org for the helpdesk, when searching info on 
institute websites, and when attending presentations by SETAC members. They then spread the 
word, share the clip on social media, make more people (external circle) aware of the helpdesk. 
Potential members from the inner circle could easily see if their overall interests fit within SETAC. 
However, most important is that members are provided an easy way to represent SETAC without 
having to build slides, describe in own words and think about rules. 

In a nutshell ACTION 2: Visuals 
TASKS 
1. Produce video clip. 
2. Create two slides. 
3. Let the members know how to use. 

c) SETAC environmental quality report. Shows on a regular and easily perceptible basis what 
SETAC does for environmental quality. What are the major achievements that really impact every 
day life? Create a survey to be sent out to all members annually. This makes the members 
reflect their work. It’s not about X publications and Y challenging projects, but about our claim: 
how did we maintain or even improve environmental quality through our science? Why should 
people be happy that SETAC is there? 
The answers could then be put in a report: a SETAC environmental quality report. The regular 
annual report is not at all about this, it only depicts development of the society. The most important 
achievements should be put out in addition in press releases, and again of course social media, 
primarily targeting the middle circle. Members then put such info also on their institutional 
websites, since it’s their achievements. And it’s easy, all the text is already there (from the survey 
and maybe press release). Similarly to the promotional video, the report could be translated into 
the main GU languages. 
All communication about these achievements should direct the reader (eventually also from 
external circle) to the helpdesk, for receiving more and specific info. Once at the website they 
discover other parts of setac.org and learn more about the society. 

In a nutshell ACTION 3: Messages 
TASKS 
1. Produce questionaire on achievements. 
2. Send out to members at least annually. 
3. Promote achievements via press releases and social web. 


