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Abstract 
Science communication is an increasing and meaningful part of the communication activi-
ties in the worldwide HEIs (Higher Education Institutions), linked to the so-called “third mis-
sion” of universities. It is not only a wider set of activities adopted to “translate” the scientific 
findings or to “spread” the knowledge among lay publics; firstly, it is a new perspective on 
science production, a different approach to the meaning of dissemination and a cultural 
matter that has a high impact on how science and scientists are represented and perceived 
by the Public Sphere. It calls into question the role of three different key-players: universities 
as organizations, scientists as experts and the media as institutions.  
 
Several studies have investigated each of these actors individually, but the interrelation 
among them is still lacking. The contribution here presented aims at overwhelming the gap, 
investigating both dimensions, to explore, consequently, their reciprocal interaction and ne-
gotiation. 
 
The study is part of a financed research project on the role of scientists in the media eco-
system and the crises of experts in the contemporary society, led by University of Turin and 
developed thanks to the participation of University of Molise and University of Florence and 
the collaboration of the main Italian press agency, ANSA. The specific goals of the Florentine 
unit are twofold. 
 
On the one hand, we aim at investigating the different communication strategies and the 
relational behaviours adopted by universities to represent science and engage the internal 
and external communities; on the other hand, how journalistic media represent and frame 
science and experts, but also the organizations to which they belong.  
 
If many studies have discussed the impact of science communication on society, suggest-
ing specific measurement indicators, few of them seem to consider the interconnections 
between the communication strategies and the media representation of them, also in a long-
term perspective. 
 
The ongoing research that we are presenting attempts to investigate the Italian context. In 
the last years, in Italy as in many other Countries –for ex. USA, Canada, UK, etc.– a specific 
organization –APEnet Association– has been created in order to help universities in achiev-
ing their “third mission” aims, supporting the planning activities, fostering educational pro-
grammes, sharing national and international best practices and building a strategic network 
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among the Universities. In order to follow the development of PE in the Italian Universities, 
APEnetwork publishes a “PE Barometer” periodically. From the last edition we have ex-
cerpted some quality indicators, such as the presence of dedicated human resources in the 
central organization, the availability of a specific budget for PE activities, the existence of 
some rewarding forms and of educational programs addressed to the internal community. 
Considering these different aspects, for example, we have traced many “good practices” 
and in the initial experimental step of the research, we have focused the attention on 3 of 
them: University of Turin (North Italy), University of Bologna (Centre) and Politecnico of Bari 
(South), exploring how they are managing the Third Mission activities and how they com-
municate them. 
 
So, starting from this meaningful experiences and adopting the ministerial criteria, we have 
selected a wider representative sample of universities (n = 26), based on four dimensions:  
- the size of the Athenaeums,  
- their geographical collocation (North Italy – Centre – South and Islands),  
- the organizational nature (public or private) and  
- the position in the national ranking, selecting the top universities in 2023:  
http://www.censis.it
 
On the other side of the research, thanks to the collaboration with Ansa, we have selected 
the news (n = 1218) published on ANSA web portal (April 2019-2024), concerning 3 main 
topics: health, environment, and science & technology. 
 
We are investigating the sample through 2 methods:  

1. quali-quantative analysis of the contents of the institutional websites of the se-
lected Universities, specifically addressed to public engagement activities, and of the 
news collected through the ANSA portal;  
2. in-depth interviews to science communicators or public engagement experts in the 
selected universities to draw the state of the art of science communication in the 
Italian HEIs and to highlight the strategic orientations and the operative declinations 
of public engagement activities; in-depth interviews to journalists involved in the field 
of Science Communication in the main Italian Newspapers, in order to explore how 
they usually relate to HEIs and who are, from their point of view, the “experts”. If the 
first step is concluded, the second one is still an ongoing part of the research activi-
ties. 

 
From the first highlight on the research findings related to the first part of the project, we 
are collecting some interesting suggestions. Far from the traditional “ivory tower” model, 
nowadays science communication constitutes a new challenging opportunity to the mis-
sions and the identities of universities; at the same time, it is also an opportunity to reshape 
the relationships within their internal and external communities in an embedded collabora-
tion. Universities seem to be aware about their “social” role and, especially after the pan-
demic, we have noticed a proliferation of communication activities and dedicated media 
outlets. At the same time, we aren’t perceiving the presence of a shared communication 
strategy, and it will be interesting investigating whether this perception is confirmed in the 
second qualitative part of the study that we will have been developing for the next months. 
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As concerning the news contents, we could profile the “experts” mentioned by ANSA: they 
are very often Academics (60.92%) or for-profit organization’s employees (17%), generically 
called “researcher”, independently from her/his academic status, or with their institutional 
role (President, Director, Dean, etc.). Most of them are involved in health-related research 
(46,96%) or in STEM disciplinary (42,45%) and their works are published in a scientific jour-
nal or review (65,11%). This seems to be an important “marker” of the expert’s visibility, and 
many collected articles stress the importance of the research’ results publication, which 
seems to constitute a selection criterion of the news. But this findings worths a deepener 
understanding that the research team will have been investigating with the second step of 
the research.   
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