Responding to the pandemic: a
social justice perspective

Emily Dawson & Barbara Streicher

Reframing the “business survival” vs.
“social responsibility” debate

How can science engagement organisations best serve our societies during and beyond the
current pandemic? These are terrifying times. We face immediate threats to lives &
livelihoods posed by the novel coronavirus-causing COVID-19 that was declared a pandemic
by the World Health Organisation on 11 March 2020. We also face alarming uncertainties
about what our lives, communities and societies will look like in one year, five years and ten
years’ time.

1. INITIAL SECTOR-WIDE RESPONSES TO THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC

In the initial wave of responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, public institutions closed their
doors to staff and users, visitors, students and audiences alike. Museums, science centres,
science festivals, zoos, aquaria, botanic gardens, coding clubs, citizen science projects,
universities and schools all closed as quarantine and lockdowns swept through nation after
nation. Freelancers and small, non-profit organisations saw their income streams collapse.

Secondary responses to the pandemic across the science communication and informal
science learning sector included moving programmes, exhibitions and other forms of
information online. Meanwhile, staff were furloughed, made redundant or left doing — from
home, often whilst looking after children — the work that a whole team had previously done.
We do not know what the next phase will look like. What we do know, is that things will be
different. In the midst of all these uncertainties, we need to start to think in expansive,
creative, courageous and collaborative ways about what our sector (and the world) might look
like in the years to come.

We have become aware of a debate in our professional community which seems to suggest
that we need to choose between our survival as ‘businesses’ and our social responsibilities.
We consider this a troubling and false dichotomy. In the following article, we want to offer an
alternative framing. We argue that as we readjust to life with COVID-19 and beyond, our
institutions and practices will be more responsible, agile, resilient and robust if we take social
justice seriously as the cornerstone of science communication and informal science learning
and have the courage to place social justice at the heart of our sector.



2. AN URGENT NEED FOR INCLUSIVE SCIENCE ENGAGEMENT

2.1: Science is everywhere, but not for everyone.

Science is suddenly extremely salient to many more people as countries around the world
grapple with the COVID-19 pandemic. Mass and online media are saturated with science in
ways we have not seen for some time. Simultaneously around the world, governments have
responded very differently to the same illness, highlighting the politically and culturally
embedded nature of how science becomes ‘public’.

As science engagement organisations, our goal is to serve society with access to reliable
scientific information. To support people trying to make sense of changing scientific
information, access to spaces in which to discuss it, contextualise it, contend with it, question
it or contribute to it. The COVID-19 pandemic has created an extraordinary need for people to
address, understand and respond to science-related issues. Now, more than ever, people
need responsive, useful and accessible science engagement practices. Most importantly, we
suggest, people need responsible and inclusive science engagement practices (Bryant et al.,
2020; Callihan, Museums for Social Action Collective, Whitman, & Paquet, 2020).
Responsible practices are those that respond to the pandemic by meeting the needs of those
who most need support.

Honestly, we have to admit that most current science engagement practices are not equitable
and are marked by structural inequalities in content, staffing and audiences (National Science
Foundation, 2012; OECD, 2012). Research shows that we recreate these structural
inequalities through our work (Dawson, 2019). Structural inequalities are evident in
programmes and exhibitions that reflect racist, sexist, classist, ableist, homophobic and/or
other forms of discrimination, as well as in marketing, cafes, shops, staff recruitment practices
and buildings (Crowley, Callanan, Tenenbaum & Allen, 2001; Dancstep & Sindorf, 2018a;
Dawson, 2014; Dawson, 2019; Dawson et al., 2019; Garcia-Luis & Dancstep, 2019; Garibay,
Lannes & Gonzalez, 2018).

Although many of us are working on addressing issues of injustice across our practices and
organisations, we still need sector-wide change and, as we argue below, those changes are
now more urgent than ever.

2.2 COVID-19 and its aftermath hits those we serve least the hardest

The COVID-19 pandemic has made the structural inequalities that fracture our societies
unavoidable even for those who have long denied or obscured their existence. Issues of food
and housing security, access to employment, education and information, let alone questions
of who lives or dies are more visible than ever. Not only are pre-existing social inequalities
laid bare, but new forms of health, economic and political inequality are being created during
the pandemic.

People living with disabilities have become more vulnerable (Kuper, Banks, Bright, Davey, &
Shakespeare, 2020). The consequences of the pandemic for those who journey to Europe
seeking refuge from war, disaster and social unrest are worse than shocking (lacobucci,
2020). We know too that communities positioned as racialised minorities in Europe and
impoverished communities (as well as those positioned where these issues intersect) are
disproportionately affected by the health, social and economic effects of the COVID-19
pandemic.

COVID-19 STATISTICS

ILLUSTRATE THE RACIST




DIMENSIONS OF
ONGSTANDING

NEQUALITIES OF WEALTH

The COVID-19 pandemic highlights stark disparities between those who have the flexibility to
work while safely quarantined from home and those groups whose jobs are less flexible, less
protected and are, as a result, most exposed to and affected by COVID-19 illnesses and
deaths. The impact of these patterns on people from Black and other racialised backgrounds
in Europe is appalling (Aldridge RW et al., 2020). In the UK for instance, people from Black,
Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Indian backgrounds, as well as people from mixed ‘racial’/ethnic
backgrounds are significantly more at risk of becoming extremely ill and/or dying from
COVID-19 (White & Nafilyan, 2020). To be clear, although specific to COVID-19, these
statistics illustrate the racist dimensions of longstanding inequalities of wealth and health.

We must acknowledge then, that those communities most affected by the COVID-19
pandemic overlap with those least served by the science engagement sector (Dawson, 2019).
Namely, people from communities that are racialised as ‘minorities’ in Europe and people
from impoverished communities. The science engagement sector could make an incredibly
valuable, timely and potentially life-saving contribution to the global response to COVID-19.
However, to serve especially those most affected communities, we would need to change our
practices and priorities. We believe that if we are ready to embrace these responsibilities, we
will not only serve communities in need, but will simultaneously reinvigorate our whole sector
and develop a new relevance in society.

Whether it is framed as “can’t” or “won’t”, any argument about “recovery” that does not take
social justice and social responsibility into account sends a clear political message about the
(loss of) purpose of the science engagement sector. If we turn our backs on the communities
who are currently underserved by our sector, we betray not only them, but ourselves.

3. REFRAMING OUR OPTIONS: THE RISKS OF BUYING INTO FALSE
DICHOTOMIES

Change has already occurred. It makes little difference whether we like it or not. It has
happened anyway. But we can decide whether our response is driven by fear or by courage.
Will our response be temporary, to survive the period of quarantine and recover sufficiently in
order to carry out similar practices with similar audiences, as before? Or will our response be
permanent, using quarantine time to reform and work towards new practices? Most of us
sense that a recover-only option is not out there, as there will be no “back to normal,” neither
for our sector nor for our societies at large.

A narrative we currently encounter is that “it is about survival, so we cannot afford to deal with
issues of equity, diversity, inclusion right now”. Resonance with this notion of luxury is
understandable in the desperate economic situation we are facing. However, we have even
read the advice that we should focus on wealthy audiences and reach for the “nutrient-dense”
fruit (i.e. those we can reach easily and who will spend more money) to recover more quickly
(Dilenschneider, 2020). We strongly disagree that now is the time to abandon all the effort
and resources that have been channelled towards more inclusive work in favour of focusing
only on rich visitors. We also refute this “either/or” framing as deeply divisive and problematic.
Financial viability must not be framed narrowly as a struggle between survival on one hand



and social justice on the other. Does this framing of our choices serve and represent our
sector and our mission?

FINANCIAL VIABILITY MUST NOT BE FRAMED NARROWLY AS A STRUGGLE BETWEEN
SURVIVAL ON ONE HAND AND SOCIAL JUSTICE ON THE OTHER

You might notice that similar framings are being used when people argue that the survival of

our economics is incompatible with the “luxury” of climate change measures. As science

engagement institutions invested in climate issues, it is obvious to us that we cannot
postpone them!

We have rehearsed these arguments here because we believe that structuring individual,
organisational or sector-wider responses to the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of a false
dichotomy is not only divisive, but untrue. We reject this “either/or” framing that seeks to limit
the terms of debate about our sectors’ role during and beyond the current crisis. Instead, we
believe that if we refuse to buy into these divisive politics, we can creatively look for
opportunities where focusing on the needs of those communities hardest hit by COVID-19 is
not a diversion, or a luxury, but a form of survival for us all.

We see two common reactions to the immediate crisis: laying off or furloughing certain staff
members and going online with our activities. Let us look closer at these measures and their
impacts.

3.1 LOSING INTERNAL DIVERSITY

We can learn a lot from the decisions made across our sector during the 2008 global financial
crisis. As waves of redundancies began, those in roles related to inclusion, equity and social
justice disappeared first, along with staff on more precarious contracts. The ‘community
officers’ disappeared, as did people running programming around outreach/inreach and
working on ‘access’.

We know that both the staff explicitly involved in equity and inclusion and those in direct
contact with our public as educators or explainers often make up most of the diversity (if at
all) of staff inside our museums and science centres. These are the ones with close
connections to and knowledge about our audiences and communities. They are also the ones
who may have the most to offer in terms of navigating crises (Af-alawi, 2020).

Now is the time to think carefully about how to learn from field-wide attempts to “recover” from
the 2008 economic crisis, how to support, rather than shed staff (Callihan et al., 2020). The
damage done to social justice and equity practices across the science engagement sector by
the response to the 2008 recession cast a long shadow, in terms of staff, content and
audiences. Can we afford to repeat the same right now, risking the loss of our internal
diversity and the community connections that have been built up? Inclusive, equitable staff
hiring and retention practices are not a luxury, but a survival skill for our organisations.

3.2 THE RISK OF NARROWING OUR AUDIENCES

When we had to close our physical spaces, our sector, as many others, rushed to go online
with some activities, to be present, visible and active. Yet, as soon as the online activities
were sprouting, several voices in our field raised concerns that these well-meant actions were
actually reinforcing inequalities. Yes, online is theoretically available to anyone, including
audiences geographically far from our physical offers. But think about economically less
privileged families trying to survive, grappling with homeschooling, sharing limited internet
access (if able to), while parents are working in “essential’, yet low-paid jobs. The digital
divide is alarmingly real and intersects with other structural inequalities that became
accelerated in the current crisis (Allman, 2020).



In March 2020, when Barbara asked "Are we becoming more inclusive or exclusive through
going online?’, the answers from science engagement practitioners across different countries
and continents clearly represent a turn towards becoming more exclusive.

To be honest, our online offers are only a useful answer for an already well-resourced public
and for those who would already know where and why to look for a (their local) science
centre. And, as geographical boundaries are less important online, we find ourselves in
competition for these online experiences.

When motivating her own team to join such efforts, Barbara (as well as many others) clearly
acted on the need to remain visible as active to our audiences and stakeholders, to keep staff
busy and unleash their creativity, to stay positive and in serving communities.

However, conversations, webinars, observation of online offers and their uptake also
triggered uncomfortable questions such as: Is there really a need for more videos inviting
home experiments with kitchen materials? Did we actually turn virtual to prove our own
importance? Was it just to give us something to do? Given the data discussed so far here,
moving our resources online is clearly an inadequate response, being active, but not always
effective.

We acknowledge that all of us are struggling in these difficult times, personally as well as
professionally. So of course a natural and reasonable response during the crisis is to move
existing practices and audiences to the virtual world. But surely, in the next phase we will
have to go beyond this, encouraging more expansive, courageous thinking as we tackle yet
more uncomfortable questions: Will those well resourced audiences even stay connected with
us after reopening? What will we reply to funders that might ask us how we served
communities in need during COVID-19? Who do we want to be relevant for?

4. MOBILISING OUR ASSETS

We face new as well as old challenges as we begin to adapt to living with COVID-19. The
good news is that we do have valuable resources with which to move forward. We believe
that the communities we can support, serve and learn from — along with the needs and assets
they hold — represent potentially significant resources for the sector-wide challenges we face
as a result of the pandemic. We have an academic research base and a passionate network
of practitioners and researchers committed to thinking about what equitable, field-wide
change could involve. If our practices and institutions are to stay relevant, or, at best, become
invaluable resources, spaces and connections for the communities we aim to serve as this
pandemic and its aftermath unfold, we must think boldly, creatively and collaboratively in
ways that do more than recreate our former patterns of practice.

4.1 Build new relationships & strengthen old ones

Current debates about how inclusive it is to move resources online provide a good
opportunity to think about how we might better work with under-served communities. If we
think about under-served communities in terms of their assets as well as their needs, we can
change how we understand what equitable practice means (Dawson, 2019). Starting from this
perspective helps us to see equitable science communication and informal science learning
as more about us listening, learning from and working in partnership with under-served
communities. For instance, the communities that our sector usually struggles to reach are
likely to hold a wealth of resources for surviving and thriving in difficult times (Af-alawi, 2020;
Bassel & Emejulu, 2017). At the same time, they may have distinct needs that the science
communication and informal science learning sector could meet by building mutually
supportive relationships.

THE COMMUNITIES THAT OUR SECTOR USUALLY STRUGGLES TO REACH ARE

LIKELY TO HOLD A WEALTH OF RESOURCES FOR SURVIVING AND THRIVING IN
DIFFICULT TIMES




As with any other community practice, rather than acting alone, it’s time to reach out to your
networks and ask what you can do to support them. Here are some examples.

Our first example comes from the groups who worked with Emily on the ‘equity, exclusion &
everyday science learning’ project and is confirmed by the communities Barbara’s
organisation is working in the Vienna ‘Knowledge°room [1]° (Streicher, Unterleitner, &
Schulze, 2014). Both include first and second-generation asylum seekers, migrants and many
who send the majority of their wages to family members in other countries. Their
communication networks were really resilient, not least because they use multiple channels.
Those likely to be relevant under quarantine conditions include community radio stations and
community newspapers, as well as a range of telephone and online services.

Rather than losing contact through the pandemic, at the Centre for Life in Newcastle in the
UK, David Jones as Community Liaison Officer intensified his collaboration with the North
East Autism Society, finding new ways to work together and strengthening relationships
between the community group and the science centre. In Scotland, Lewis Hou at Science
Celilidh — an educational project that works across science and arts themes with community
groups and schools — is working on training trusted community gatekeepers who work with
people offline (mostly on the phone), supporting them to develop digital skills during the
pandemic [2].

But community contacts and networks can also provide support in the other direction. For
instance, a youth worker colleague of Emily’s sent her information on youth-specific mutual
aid networks for students. Despite the massive scale of the university, her students had not
yet been sent such resources.

So, there is no reason science communication and informal science learning practitioners and
institutions can’t use this time to forge meaningful relationships with community groups, to ask
for what they might need as well as what they might want to share (Simon, 2016). Online may
seem like the only option, but it isn’t; being creative about what other relationship building
options we have available to us is more than timely. In other words, the debate about
inclusivity and online resources highlights that as a sector, we need to work with rather than
at the communities we aim to support.

4.2 Build on resources from research and practice

As we try to imagine what the future might hold for social justice in the science engagement
sector, we can draw on resources built up in our field. We have a practice and research
community now that we did not have 12 years ago during the 2008 crisis.

When Emily started researching how we might understand and act on issues of social
exclusion, inequity and social justice in informal science education and science
communication back in 2006, there was almost nothing to work from. Which is not to say that
there weren’t amazing practices out there. But without mainstream, well-researched
resources about those practices, critique of bad practices, work on developing theoretical
tools and work exploring how to fundamentally reimagine informal science learning and
science communication, it is hard to build discussion and harder still to change unjust
practices, policies and behaviours.

Today, we are in a significantly different position. There is a growing body of published work
on social justice across the sector to build on and organise around, active research projects in
place (Archer, Dawson, Seakins, & Wong, 2016; Ash, 2004; Canfield et al., 2020; Dancstep &
Sindorf, 2018b; Dawson, 2019; Garcia-Luis & Dancstep, 2019; Garibay & Huerta Migus,
2014; Orthia, 2020; Rahm, 2008).

For practice, we can testify to a significant wave of interest, work and enthusiasm for
rethinking science engagement and learning from a social justice perspective. Inside Ecsite,
conference sessions that focus on issues related to social justice have become so significant
over the years they have earned their own "Equity and Inclusion” strand. There is an
increasing number of projects that address one or more aspects of the structural inequalities
that limit access to, participation in and respect from the sector.


https://www.ecsite.eu/activities-and-services/news-and-publications/digital-spokes/issue-63#%5B1%5D
https://www.ecsite.eu/activities-and-services/news-and-publications/digital-spokes/issue-63#%5B2%5D

Realising that social inclusion, equity and diversity in science engagement needs more than
(often tokenistic) projects and individuals, but that it requires an institutional and field-wide
change, an advocate group took up its work in 2016. This passionate and open group not
only provides a strong support network for practitioners in the field. It also connects with other
international equity & inclusion networks [3]. The advocate group was awarded the first ever
Ecsite Collaborative Grant in 2020 for "Equity@Ecsite’, an initiative currently working towards
a framework for equitable science engagement, collecting good practices, indicators and
resources [4].

5. ‘REFORM’ OR ‘REBUILD’ : USING THE CRISIS TO REIMAGINE
OUR WORK

Unimaginable changes are sweeping through our societies. Are we ready to use our
resources and build our courage to meet these challenges as they unfold? We return here to
our opening question about the roles of science engagement organisations during (and
beyond) the COVID-19 pandemic. We have argued that the COVID-19 pandemic makes
equity and social justice even more important for our sector and that, as we move forward, we
must seize the opportunities posed by the changes wrought by this crisis to reform rather than
simply rebuild our practices.

We have discussed the "who”: Most science engagement organisations were starting from a
rather modest equity, diversity and inclusion baseline, with low reach for underprivileged
audiences and limited diversity of our own staff. We now risk becoming even more exclusive,
through digitally serving mostly already well-resourced publics and saving labour of those
(more diverse) staff members with assets in equity and community work. We risk entering the
post COVID-19 world being even farther disconnected to those most in need.

‘How’ our practices exacerbated inequalities in the past arose from reproducing structural
inequalities through staff hiring practices, exhibition and programme content and limited
audience reach. As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolds, in focusing on the digital arena, we are
for now not counteracting the new forms of health, economic and political inequalities that are
being created during the pandemic. We now have the opportunity to build robust practices
that we, and those we hope to work with, will need in a highly uncertain future.

The ‘'why’ of our sector is science engagement, e.g. Ecsite’s vision “to foster creativity and
critical thinking in European society, emboldening citizens to engage with science.” We are
ideally placed to support individuals, families, communities and whole countries to engage
with, discuss, learn about and reframe the context of the pandemic, with the many socio-
scientific issues, health implications and scientific research questions the current crisis raises.
Understandably, we are deeply struggling with our own survival right now, at both personal
and organisational levels. Still, we wonder what justification remains for institutions like
science centres and science museums to reopen on the other side of this pandemic, if as a
sector, we cannot meet the challenge of staying relevant to those we might serve best
through this crisis?

In light of all this, we conclude that now, more than ever, we must redefine the science
engagement sector with social justice, equity and inclusion at its foundations (Callihan et al.,
2020; Dawson, 2019; Jennings & Jones-Rizzi, 2017). Now is not the time to, as some have
suggested, design audience development strategies that focus only on the wealthy
(Dilenschneider, 2020). Socially just practice cannot be framed as peripheral to our work,
now, more than ever, it is an absolute necessity.

False dichotomies of “survival” versus “social justice” that are based on narrowly-framed,
“business-first” rationales uphold exclusive practices. Instead, we believe that our survival as
businesses and our social responsibilities are not mutually exclusive. We can build on
collaborative, passionate networks that link audiences, researchers and practitioners. We can
use the available research and resources as tools to think about a social justice approach to
“reform” across the science engagement sector in ways that need not undermine efforts


https://www.ecsite.eu/activities-and-services/news-and-publications/digital-spokes/issue-63#%5B3%5D
https://www.ecsite.eu/activities-and-services/news-and-publications/digital-spokes/issue-63#%5B4%5D

towards “recovery”. We can harness the changes that have come and those that lie ahead to
become, more inclusive, agile, resilient and, importantly, to become more relevant institutions.

1 Head to the website for more information on the Knowledge®rooms project of the Austrian
ScienceCenter-Network

2 We are of course aware that there are many more examples, some of which we will
showcase in a follow up article in Spokes and the Ecsite webinar on 27 May.

3 e.g. ASTC - Advocates for Diversity Community of Practice:

Yearly #InclusiveSciComm Symposium

CAISE

4 If you want to join in as an individual advocate or by becoming a pioneer

organisation, contact the Equity@Ecsite group or attend the webinar on 27 May (Equity and
diversity in corona-times: supporting an inclusive response to the crisis) or join the
"Equity@Ecsite” advocate group calls (next call takes place on Thursday, 4 June at

16.00 CEST).
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