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Science4Climate Action seminar series:

The role of climate scientists
27 November 2025
13.30-17.30
Meridian Room, Royal Observatory of Belgium

Av. Circulaire 3, 1180 Uccle (Brussels)

Background

As climate impacts intensify and public and political debates around climate action
evolve, scientists increasingly find themselves at the intersection of research, policy,
media, and societal expectations. In Belgium—as elsewhere—the question of whether
and how scientists should engage beyond their academic roles is becoming increasingly
important. This seminar aims to stimulate reflection and dialogue on this issue.

Scientific knowledge plays a critical role in shaping society’s understanding of climate
risks and potential responses. Yet, many scientists still grapple with how—or whether—
they should engage publicly. For decades, the dominant academic culture emphasised
neutrality and detachment, promoting the image of the “pure scientist” who produces
knowledge but avoids policy, media, or activist entanglements. Today, that model is
under pressure.

Research (Lubchenco, 2017; Oreskes, 2020; Van Eck et al., 2024) shows a growing
recognition that scientific neutrality, intended as “science free from values”(Van Eck et
al.,, 2024), is not possible or even desirable. However, scientific objectivity—the
commitment to truth and rigorous methods—can coexist with value-informed
engagement (Van Eck et al., 2024). Remaining silent on urgent issues like climate change
may itself be perceived as a value-laden stance that reinforces the status quo (Van Eck
et al., 2024).

At the same time, there is concern—both inside and outside the academic world—about
the risks of activism compromising scientific credibility (Buntgen, 2024). Others warn
that climate scientists risk emotional isolation or burnout if they are not adequately
supported when stepping into public roles (Hoggett & Randall, 2018). Some young
scientists express hesitation, shaped by impostor syndrome, fear of career risks, or
confusion about how to communicate effectively (Van Eck, 2023).
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Evidence from science communication and trust research (Cologna et al., 2024)
suggests that credibility is not necessarily lost when scientists advocate, especially when
their communication is transparent, respectful, and grounded in shared public values.
However, trust is complex and audience-dependent—affected by perceived biases,
personal behaviour (e.g., carbon footprints), and the political resonance of policy
recommendations.

Moreover, Belgium, like many other European countries, has witnessed growing political
polarisation and scepticism in parts of society. Climate scientists must therefore
navigate not only public communication but also trust-building in a fragmented media
and political landscape.

Against this backdrop, this seminar aims to help scientists in Belgium explore their role
in society through a structured conversation. It will offer theoretical insights, empirical
research findings, and lived experiences from fellow scientists who have chosen different
paths—whether as public communicators, policy advisors, engaged citizens, or those
who prefer to remain strictly within the academic domain.

By fostering an open, evidence-based, and inclusive dialogue, this Science4Climate
Action seminar will create space for Belgian scientists to reflect, learn, and connect—
helping the research community better define and perform its role in society at this
pivotal moment for climate action.

Objective

The objective of this seminar is to raise awareness among scientists in Belgium about the
different ways they can engage actively in society, the enabling factors and barriers they
may encounter, and to provide them with a theoretical framework for understanding
these questions.
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Agenda
13.00-13.30 | Registration & coffee
13.30-13.45 | Welcome and introduction
By the Belgian Climate Centre
13.45-15.00 | Session 1: Do scientists have a societal role? What does the
science say about it?
Chair : Jorn Craeghs (Elders change agency)

e Lydia Messling (Climate change engagement and strategy
consultant) “How can climate scientists engage in policy
advocacy and preserve their credibility and independence?
Theory into practice”

e Fabian Dablander (University of Amsterdam) “Going beyond
research: Climate change engagement of scientists”

e Amanda Remso (Kristianstad University) “Is trust in climate
scientists associated with political ideology?”

Q&A with the audience

15.00-15.15 | Coffee break

15.15-16.45 | Session 2: Do scientists have a societal role? Panel discussion
with experienced scientists
Chair : Jorn Craeghs (Elders change agency)

e Bright Adiyia (VITO) — Team Manager VITO Polaris; Former
advisor former Minister Petra de Sutter

e Bea Cantillon (University of Antwerp) — Professor of social
policy; Co-chair of the High Committee for a Just Transition

e Cathy Clerbaux (CNRS/ULB) - Director of Research at CNRS;
Invited professor at ULB

e Marius Gilbert (ULB) - Vice-rector of research and
valorisation; Vice-rector of culture and scientific mediation

e LéoVanBroek (KU Leuven)-Professor emeritus at KU Leuven;
President of the Brussels Climate Expert Committee

Q&A with the audience
16.45-17.30 | Networking drink




