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The importance of being honest 

Dr James Gillies, Head of communications, CERN 



Methodology 

What CERN is… 



Methodology 

A laboratory for basic research 

Newton’s unfinished business… what is mass? 

Science’s little embarrassment… what is 96% of the Universe made of? 

Nature’s favouritism… why is there no more antimatter? 

The secrets of the Big Bang… what was matter like within the first second of the 

Universe’s life? 
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What CERN is not… 



Methodology 

A nuclear research facility… 

CERN’s mission is not to carry out research into energy… 

 



CERN’s approach to communications 

Methodology 



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.  
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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! 
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Transparent, timely, honest: 

authoritative 

• Be part of the conversation 

• Gain trust 

• No choice 

• If it falls down, people will notice 

 



Angels and Demons were good for CERN 



Even this helped build our reputation 



As did Black Hole systeria… 

50/50 



Science needs to re-engage 

MMR… 

Mobile phones… 

Energy… 

Climate change… 

Using our profile to talk about 
science… 
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CERN and Energy 
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Accelerator driven systems, ADS 

1997: The TARC 

experiment at CERN 

A Thorium cycle energy 

amplifier 



Methodology 

Accelerator driven systems, ADS 

Thorium pellets at BARC 
(Photo: Pallava Bagla) 

George Monbiot: “Why 

Fukushima made me 

stop worrying and love 

nuclear power.”  

Where is the Thorium? 
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Fusion 

Tore Supra 1970s 

LHC 

ITER 
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Solar 

80oC! 
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Why it matters* 

• World uses energy at the rate of 15.7TW 

• Set to increase by 50% by 2030 

• 1.6 billion people lack electricity 

• ~80% generated by burning fossil fuels 

• ~10% generated by burning combustible 

renewables 

• ~5% nuclear 

• ~5% hydro 

• ~0.5% all other renewables 

*Source: Talk by Professor Sir Chris Llewellyn-Smith. The 

Energy Challenge and the Need for Nuclear, 24 March 2011. 
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Thank you! 

 


