
Between a Rock 

and a Hard Place
communicating  contested geoscience







NIMBY ?
“Not In My Back Yard.” A term for a person who resists unwanted development, such as 

manufacturing plants, prisons, power companies, or chemical companies in his or her own 

neighborhood or town.



Interviewee 1: It’s the foundation of this country and 

if that happens all over the country… it worries me 

and I think it would make them very unstable or I’d 

have that feeling…

Interviewee 2: Yeah. Well, fracture means break, 

doesn’t it.

Interviewee 1: Absolutely.

Interviewee 2: You’re breaking something

(Williams 2013)



Act I - The Underworld



Geo-cognition - mental models





“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.”





Q: How far until you get to 

the start of this – where the 

hot stuff comes in?

A: Just probably a thousand 

miles deep, I don’t know, I 

can’t really visualise it.





Act 2 - Social Seismic



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)
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Science creates more 

problems than it solves

Science is such a big part of our 

lives we should all take an interest

New technologies 

excite me more than 

they concern me

The benefits are greater 

than any harmful effects

Technological change happens too 

fast for me to keep up with it

Science tends to benefit the rich 

more than they benefit the poor

We depend too much on 

science and not enough 

on faith

human activities have a 

significant impact on the 

planet

not vaccinating children 

puts others at risk

we should use more 

natural ways of farming

i believe everything in 

the world is connected

children should be 

protected at all risks

people shouldn’t 

tamper with nature

people have the right to modify the 

natural environment to suit their 

needs





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. 



Act III - A Question of Outrage



“We underestimated the level of community concern and unrest…Inadequate

engagement led to decisions that, in hindsight, were too legalistic in approach

rather than really understanding what the concerns were, and in spending some

extra time working those through…

What we ended up doing to rebuild relations and trust was what we should have

done in the first place – that was having local community people engaged as

liaisons, working at the very start of the project to understand what the concerns

were, rather than be driven by a project schedule, which is what essentially

happened…

We didn’t have what we might have called social licence”.

Corrib, western Ireland



2 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.’
(Sandman 1993)



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

So, scientists face 2 communication challenges:

1. to talk better - to explain that the hazard is low

2. to listen better - to hear that the outrage is high


