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Communicating European science: the AlphaGalileo online news centre. A case study
In the last few years science communication has been attracting an increasing amount of attention on the part of scholars, communication practitioners and institutional bodies. Dedicated academic courses are also on the rise, suggesting that the perceived need for professionals in this domain is growing.
Science communication involves the dissemination of scientific information to the wider public. As such, it implies, on the one hand, the adaptation of scientific content to fit the intended audience’s capabilities, and, on the other, an exercise in media relations. Both these aspects have been the object of much recent research (cf. Bucchi 1998, Scanlon et al. 1999, Stocklmayer 2001, Calsamiglia / Ferrero 2003, Gotti 2003; Garzone 2006). The relationship between the mass media and science has also been the object of fruitful investigation, prompting a variety of publications (cf. Lievrow / Carley 1990; Nelkin 1995; Gregory et al. 1998; Friedman et al.1999; Allan 2002; Lindberg Christensen 2007), as well as the funding of a number of initiatives by national and supra-national public bodies (cf. Carrada 2006).

One such initiative was the Action Plan agreed in 2001 by the European Commission, whose first Action envisaged the creation of a “study group comprising journalists and representatives of the press in order to examine the best way of ensuring efficient dissemination of scientific information at European level” (p. 9). In particular, the Action endorsed the activities of AlphaGalileo (www.alphagalileo.org), an internet-based press centre for European research in the arts, humanities, science, medicine, health and technology.
Because of its involvement in science dissemination within the framework of a policy-making effort, AlphaGalileo represents an ideal observatory for the exploration of science communication strategies targeted at both the journalist community and the general public. This paper aims to investigate the “Science” section of the AlphaGalileo website with a view to carrying out a reconnaisance of the information and materials it offers. In particular, the study will concentrate on a sample of the press releases included in the section and will focus on their textual organization, with special attention given to the way in which scientific data, relevance for the general public and potential policy applications are interlinked in the press releases, and what linguistic strategies are used to highlight them. It is expected that in view of the intended impact on the general public the press releases will tend to make the potential policy outcomes of scientific discoveries particularly prominent, with the language used in the releases reflecting media usage. The extent to which scientific content is simplified to cater for the general public will also be the object of specific investigation. The analysis will be mostly qualitative and will have a primarily discourse-analytical focus, with additional insights gained from quantitative data obtained through Wordsmiths Tools 4.0.
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