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Public Understanding of Science: Changes in the Model and

Improvement of the Paradigm
LIU Cui-xia

Abstract: Public understanding of science ( PUS ) is the first important paradigm of understanding the
relationship between science and the public in the modern society. It is often dubbed “deficit model” because
it presupposes the public deficit of knowledge and emphasizes the necessity that scientists bridge “knowledge
gap’ and promote the public scientific literacy. However, the deficit presupposition, the statement “Ignorance
leads to suspicion and backwardness”, and the inference “Had scientists disseminated scientific knowledge
to the public with top-down approaches, the public knowledge would have increased and been sufficient”,
have all been falsified in both logical inference and practical application. Facing the difficulties with the deficit
model, many scholars propose some renovation strategies: to reverse the deficit idea and attach importance
to the scientific understanding of the public; or to break epistemic asymmetry and realize the equal dialogue
between scientists and the public; or to encourage the public engagement with science and build a new
knowledge pattern of the citizens’ science. Those models, i.e. Reflexivity Model, Conversation Model, and
Participation Model, are associated with as well as dissociated from the deficit model. Mobilizing the ideas
of “understanding” from hermeneutics, we can clarify the logical connection between understanding and
deficiency, reflexivity, conversation, participation; revalue the significance of PUS; and explore the effective
tactics to resolve the legitimization and the trust crises of science.

Key words: public understanding of science; deficit model; reflexivity model; dialogue model; participation

model
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