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Methodology

Communicating particle physics:
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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2004: What does the world know about particle physics?



So what does that tell us?

People do not understand what we do
“science is just there” “not a clue” “stone circle”

But they think it’s good
“we need to know what’s inside an atom” “a good 
thing”

It’s perceived as expensive
“it’s a lot of money”

People want to know what’s in it for them
“it will have a practical benefit”
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We have great stories to tell

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?

Are there extra dimensions of space?
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The challenge is, we’re not the only ones who want to tell them…

We have great stories to tell



Communicating the LHC …

the view from CERN

James Gillies, 29 November 2005



CERN’s communication 
landscape

CERN’s Communication landscape
Communication group

IT communications team Four Experiments

20 member states

85 nationalitiesSix observer states

500 institutions

EPPOG InterAction

ILC



Member States Coordination:

European particle physics 
communication network

Global Coordination:

InterAction Collaboration
www.interactions.org

In house coordination: LHC outreach group
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Advantages of networking

• Agree on joint actions
• Advance notice of press releases 

and other events
• Inspiration and ideas from 

colleagues in the network
• A sense of togetherness
• Consistency of messages



MethodologyThe next challenge:
Perception versus reality



MethodologyPerception versus reality
What is CERN?

European Organization for Nuclear Research?
European Laboratory for Particle Physics?

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.



The best approach?
Transparency!

• Gain trust
• You have no choice
• If it falls down, the world 

will notice.

Honest, open, timely = authoritative
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CERN’s LHC communication plan

DRAFT 1, 15 January 2005:
The aim of this plan is to gain maximum benefit in terms of public 
image for CERN and particle physics world-wide through the unique 
communications opportunity presented by the start-up of the LHC in 
2007, and first results coming in some months later. It is a three-year 
plan starting in 2006.

The start up of the LHC provides a unique opportunity to promote these 
messages, and in addition to position the LHC as a European success 
story and a global endeavour. It also gives us the opportunity to 
position fundamental science as a long-range force for innovation 
through each of CERN’s four missions - research and discovery; 
training; technology; collaboration.
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Growing media interest
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Key stakeholder targeted events, 2008 and 2010

• 5-6 April 2008. Open Days 
• 10 September 2008. First Beam
• 21 October 2008. Official Inauguration
• 30 March 2010. First Physics

• Neighbours
• Media
• Political
• Media 



What about the Angels & Demons?
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… this arrived on my desk in 2000



Methodology… and then came End Day…
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The story of one day…
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Reassuring physicist…



Methodology

… and then came The Da Vinci Code



Ignore it?

Fight it?

Consider it an opportunity?

Methodology

It was time for CERN to act…



MethodologyTrue or false?

CERN has a space plane. ✗

CERN makes antimatter. ✓

Georges Charpak played frisbee. ✗

Antimatter could solve the energy crisis. ✗

Antimatter is used in PET scanners. ✓

Technology for PET scanners is developed at 
CERN.

✓
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2007: a visit from Ron Howard…
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…led to a contract with Sony…
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…some filming…
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…and a big media junket at CERN
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We did tie-ins with the launch, and we’re on 
the BluRay disk
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Antimatter – according to Hollywood



MethodologyMethodologyWhat’s wrong with that clip?

Particles leave visible tracks in air. ✗

Antimatter is produced in the LHC. ✓

How much do we produce per year? 1 nanogramme

How long would it take to produce the 
quantity held in a canister in the film? ~250,000,000 years

The control room overlooks the experiment. ✗

Physicists really say such things. ~✓
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And Earth eating Black Holes?



MethodologyDefying gravity

Interaction Relative strength
Strong 1
Electromagnetic 1/137
Weak 10-6

Gravity 10-39



MethodologyWhat’s behind micro Black Holes?

Einstein Online Vol. 4 (2010), 1013
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What’s behind micro Black Holes?



The Cosmic Ray Spectrum

LHC



MethodologyThey’ve always been there..
Year Machine Web Hype 

1989 LEP None None

1999 RHIC Web 1.0 Little 

2008 LHC Web 2.0 Lots
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CERN played it low key…
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…at least at first.
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The Lion, the Witch and the Black Hole

“Once we stop these guys at 
CERN then we have to ban 
wardrobes. We shouldn't be 
taking the chance of people 
ending up in Narnia!”

Blog posting, 30 March 2008
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Would we do the same again?

CERN in fiction… CERN in fiction dressed up as fact…

Both helped us tell our story. 
With hindsight, we’d have treated them much the same way.   
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The overall result…



Methodology10 September 2008

• 340 media outlets on site
• 450 broadcasters
• 2500 transmissions
• 91 stand-ups
• Audience in hundreds of 

millions

“CERN is the new NASA!”



… well, for a couple of days at least…
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But then this happened…



MethodologyTimeline…

• 10 September 2008: First Beam
• 19 September 2008: Breakdown
• 20 September 2008: First communication of breakdown: Incident in LHC sector 3-4
• 23 September 2008: LHC restart scheduled for 2009
• 16 October 2008: CERN releases analysis of LHC incident
• 5 December 2008: LHC to restart in 2009

What we did…



MethodologyTimeline…

• 12 December 2008: CERN Council rings the changes
• From January 2009: Word from the DG every two weeks
• From June 2009: LHC news videos
• 20 November 2009: The LHC is back
• 23 November 2009: First Collisions in the LHC
• 30 November 2009: LHC sets world record
• 30 March 2010: First Physics
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How did we do?

6/10?

We were usually too optimistic in our prognosis.

23 September to 16 October is a long time…
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2009: The new NASA?

Global language monitor…

Word of the year: twitter, but hadron came in at number 8
Phrase of the year: king of pop, but god particle came in at 10
Name of the Year: Barak Obama, but LHC was number 4



Methodology30 March 2010

• CERN went from 90,000 to 
120,000 followers during 
the day

• Keywords "LHC", "CERN", 
"TeV" and "experiment" 
were all global trends on 
Twitter at some point during 
the day

• CERN's public homepage 
recorded 205,000 visitors 
(unique IPs) from 185 
countries. Normal average 
10,000 visitors per day

• The Press Office site recorded 
154,000 visitors. Normal 
average 2,000 per day

• 231 peak simultaneous 
connections to CERN's HQ 
broadcast (from LHC institutes)

• The CERN LHC First Physics 
webcast was visited by 
700,000 unique computers (IP 
addresses)

• GroovyGecko CEO: "make no 
mistake, this was a huge 
webcast”

• Yospace mobile streaming: 
3,521 stream requests
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4 July 2012

Close to half a million IPs, 
live blog, chat room

Tweets reach 5 million
Thousands of cuttings
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Today’s challenges…



MethodologyCERN communication strategy 2012-2016

Purpose
The purpose of this strategy is to capitalise on 
CERN’s current visibility in order to generate 
sustained support for, and engagement with, CERN’s 
scientific and societal missions. An additional purpose 
is to use this unique opportunity to firmly embed 
science in to mainstream culture.
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Thirst for information
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This doesn’t happen in particle physics…

… so we want to 
bring people along 
for the ride
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This won’t happen at CERN…

…but we will still 
make the formal 
announcement 
there…



Broad engagement
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Making that headline come true!

Look out for…

“The troubles of the mountains lie behind us.
Before us lie the troubles of the plains.”
- Bertolt Brecht
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Thank you!


