
     
                                  

                                       
     

                                
                                              

                     
  

    
                              

                                
                                  

                                       
                                      

       
  
 
  

 
                

              
  

                 
              

   
  

         
                     

                                        
      

  

Why is Science Communication Important? 
Science communicators have the ability not only to influence public opinion about the validity of science, but ultimately affect levels of interest and the overall degree of science literacy.  

A scientifically literate society with an appreciation of science ultimately fosters a population more understanding of innovation (Bybee & Fuchs, 2006).  
However, studies have shown that in terms of productivity and innovation, Canada has been falling behind and that can have dire economic consequences (ConBoard of Canada, 2008). 

Persons in science and technology careers ranked science centres, aquariums, natural history museums and zoos as the top informal learning experiences that lead them to their chosen profession (NSF, 1998).  
Canada in particular is challenged with a high degree of science apathy among students in their formative years of high school (Dedic et al., 2011).  

Science centres and museums play an important role in encouraging young minds to stay invested in science as 9 out of 10 Canadian university students confirmed  
that their visits to science centres increased their interest in science and technology (CA Study, 2008).  

  
Sex: A Tell-all Exhibition 

Traditionally, museums and science centres have presented information in a didactic manner,  
meaning that from a position of privilege the institution will disseminate knowledge in a unidirectional fashion without input from guests.  

This unbalanced presentation relies on a planned incremental addition of facts that build on information previously acquired in the exhibit by viewing the mind as passive (Hein, 1998).  
On the contrary, the Sex: Tell-all-exhibition is highly interactive, with a less predetermined sequential order for the visitor to explore the topic.  

This allows for the user to make a more discovery based/constructivist approach to their learning experience.  
Discovery based learning is an active process whereby guests can absorb the information as opposed to just memorizing it.  

This type of “hands-on” learning prioritizes interaction by placing value on physical objects which is something not always accessible in schools.  
By allowing patrons to actively engage with the material with the guiding purpose of clarifying misconceptions about sex,  

it allows guests to incorporate the information into their pre-existing framework of the subject, making for a more powerful exhibit.  
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The margin of error for a sample of this size is +/- 4.3%,19 times out of 20. 
  

Misinformation: Where does it Come From?   
Misinformation occurs when a person mistakenly falsely informs another. For example, if you call me and ask me how to get to my apartment,  

and I think you are calling from your house, I will give you directions to my apartment with that route in mind.  
If you were not at your house, I will have misinformed you on how to get to my apartment. Information is always about something, from a certain perspective.  

Sometimes, the perspectives will dictate an answer to a question, but the presence of other possible perspectives limits that answer in terms of truth.  
It is only considered true  relative to its source perspective.  

 
How do I Recognize Misinformation? 

Why was there controversy over Sex: a Tell-All Exhibition? Why did some sectors of the public react to the exhibition with fear and indignation?  
Over 50 complaints were lodged against the exhibition, with multiple requests for the exhibit to be taken down.  

Some cited reasons were “the exhibit approves and promotes anal sex, multiple partners and sex without emotional and marital commitment.” (Raj, 2013)  
The online site did not provide recommendations of these activities, but mere explanations of sex acts and answers to teen’s questions on the subjects.   

Still, Dave Quist, executive director for the Institute for Marriage and Family Canada, wrote an open letter to the Heritage minister describing the exhibit as  
“soft pornography, expressly designed for youth in the context of a museum.”(Raj, 2013)   

His attack on the exhibit raises some important questions about the nature of information when it is viewed through one lens,  
but through a different set of values is criticized as being a source of misinformation, something that will, if believed, lead people away from the “truth” of a matter.  

Yves St-Onge, the museum’s vice president of public affairs, and the scientific community for which he speaks have a certain set of answers for those questions,  
some of which will overlap with the answers Dave Quist and the members of his association would offer,  

but the question is not in the disagreement, but in the nature of the answers as seen from another perspective. 
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Statements that are considered false by both perspectives viewing the issue 

Perspective A Perspective B 

Truth is a many-faceted thing. Often what we consider to be truth and trust other people to provide for us as truth 
requires an overlap with our belief systems.  If I believe in science as an authority on the world, I will trust that 
scientific explanations are true. If I don’t, I will be wary of scientific answers to my questions about the world.  

Scientific Information, Misinformation and Disinformation:  
The perils of open access and trust 

Teresa Branch-Smith, Sandra DeVries, Jamie Sewell, Marian Davies, Philosophy Department, University of Waterloo 

Statements that are considered 
true by Perspective B 

and false by Perspective A 

Statements that are considered  
true by Perspective A 
and false by Perspective B 

  
  

What is Disinformation? 
According to James Fetzer, there are four distinct types of disinformation, the first two of which are important here.   

The first, “weakest,” type of disinformation happens when “someone assumes the task of offering criticism… which he is not well-positioned to provide.” 
The second, “stronger,” type of disinformation occurs when “relevant available evidence that ought to make a difference to a conclusion… under examination is simply dismissed or ignored.” 

 
Examples 

Disinformation in a “strong” sense cannot be easily attributed to members of either side of the controversy. 
However, some of the complaints over the exhibit’s subject matter do qualify as disinformation in a “weaker” sense.   

E.g. complaints about the graphic nature of the masturbation video could be argued to distract from the point of the video; to make sure that the audience understands that masturbation is natural and,  
more importantly, is the safest sexual activity to engage in.   

While the graphic nature of the video may be relevant for an argument of another sort,  
arguments for the value of the video on the basis of safety were dismissed by those who attempted to rally support for their cause. 

In an article in The Globe and Mail (May, 24 2012) a group of young women who attended the exhibit commented on the exhibit’s sensitivity to the social contexts in which choices about sexual encounters are made.   
Specifically, the young women interviewed enjoyed the “peer pressure” phone booth in which messages aimed at persuading someone to engage in sexual activity come through in different voices.   

This part of the exhibit works well to point to highlight some of the rhetoric around sexual activity.   
Take, for example, A claiming that “women can’t get pregnant the first time they have sex.”   

In a platonic relationship, it can be categorized as ‘misinformation’.  
In making the claim, A may not know it to be false, and it would not be reasonable to conclude that A would knowingly mislead B.   

However, in the case where A makes this claim to persuade B to engage in sex (especially with A), intention to mislead is more easily attributed.   
The exhibit’s focus on the social contexts in which choices about sexual activities are made helps to mitigate the likelihood someone will be persuaded by attempts at disinformation. 
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