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Abstract
The Children, Youth and Women’s Health Service, in collaboration with the Faculty of Health Sciences at the
University of Adelaide, holds an annual Young Investigator Award. This highly successful award, now in its seventh
year, rewards excellence in South Australia’s young researchers in both science and their ability to communicate and
‘sell’ that science in lay language. The event is believed unique in involving the media in the final judging of the young
scientist’s ability to communicate to a general audience. Through this experience young scientists are exposed to a
world beyond the laboratory and must communicate to an audience with little knowledge about their area of expertise.
There are up to 20 applicants annually and they are judged, over a period of five months, firstly by a panel of senior
researchers on the quality of their science. The process culminates at the Award finals when three finalists have to
convince the media judges (from TV, press and radio) of the importance of their research in front of a general audience.
The skills learned through this process hold the young scientists in good stead for all their careers. The Award finals are
targeted towards staff and students of associated organisations, the general public, corporates, donors to research and
the media. Since the Award’s inception in 2000, the audience has almost doubled and increasingly higher profile venues
are being used for the Award final. In 2005, the South Australian Minister for Science and Information Economy
attended the finals, giving the opening address and presenting prizes. All finalists receive a prize with the two runnersup each receiving $A500 and the winner receiving $A1000 untied plus $A1500 to attend and present at a relevant
conference during the following year. Considerable media publicity for research results from the Award.
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1. Introduction
Scientists the world over are undertaking research in many important fields, communicating the findings of this research
to their peers through a number of avenues including reviewed publications and conference papers. In the main, most of
their research findings will never be known by the wider public. This stems from a number of reasons, including the
complexity of the findings, the enormous volume of data, and of great significance, the relative inability of scientists to
communicate with the wider public.
The wider public has an enormous hunger to learn about the results of scientific endeavour. Scientists have an
obligation to tell them; after all so much scientific research is publicly funded. At the same time, the wider public has
difficulty understanding science and scientific research as many scientists lack adequate skills to communicate their
complex fields to an audience with little knowledge or understanding of the area.
Scientists want to ‘educate’ the public, but the public generally wants to know ‘how does this relate to me?’.
Communicating science to the wider public is a skill that needs to be learned, and unfortunately still not considered an
important component of most university degrees.
Once a scientist has learned the skills of communicating simply and in lay language [1], it is not sufficient to use just the
media to get the message across. Scientists need to work independently of the media through, for example, giving
jargon-free oral presentations in plain language to the wider community or writing copy for specific newsletters and the
web [2].
This paper describes the Young Investigator Award, an event which not only rewards scientific excellence, but also
helps teach the ‘art’ of science communication and rewards communication excellence. Through participating in the
Award, young scientists are exposed to the world of the media and to communicating in plain jargon-free language.

2. The Young Investigator Award
2.1. Background
The Young Investigator Award, now in its seventh year, is a joint initiative of the Children, Youth and Women’s Health
Service and the Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Adelaide. In 2000, the year of its inception by the Women’s
and Children’s Hospital (part of the Children, Youth and Women’s Health Service since July 2004), the Award won
national and state awards for business and public relations excellence – Diamond and Gold National Serifs from the
Australian Institute of Professional Communicators and Highly Commended Award from the Public Relations Institute
of Australia (SA). The Award is believed unique – senior scientists judge the quality of the science but communication
skills are judged at the finals by a panel of media judges from TV, radio and press.
In 2003 the Award was extended through collaboration between the Women’s and Children’s Hospital and Faculty of
Health Sciences at the University of Adelaide. New initiatives included opening the Award event to the general public,
a change to a larger venue and eligibility of University of Adelaide young researchers in children’s, young people’s or
women’s health.
Funding for the Award has been through annual sponsorship. The Award is organised by a small committee with
representatives from host organisations and includes staff from public relations, communications and academia. This
committee has been responsible for organising all aspects of the Award – sponsorship, judging, event management,
marketing and communications.
The Award has grown considerably since its inception:
• The number of applicants has almost doubled from 11 in 2000 to 20 in 2005.
• The audience has steadily increased from 100 in 2000 reaching 170 in both 2003 and 2004.
• Sponsorship has doubled.
• The winner’s prize of $A1000 increased in 2003 to $A2500 with the inclusion of a conference prize
• Media interest has grown with a South Australian TV station - Channel 9 - becoming official media sponsor
from 2003 onwards. Local press - The Advertiser and Sunday Mail - have also provided good coverage.

2.2. Objectives
•
•
•
•
•

To increase awareness of the excellence of research into children’s, youth and women’s health undertaken in
the host organisations.
To recognise the contribution made by younger researchers to this research effort.
To reward and encourage research excellence in younger researchers.
To provide an opportunity for young researchers to learn the skills needed to present their research in lay
language.
To promote media interest in scientific research especially that of younger scientists.

2.3 Target Publics
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Staff and students from the two host organisations.
Those with a past association with the host organisations, for example alumni, past trainees, retired staff.
Those with an existing relationship with the host organisations, for example current donors to research
Potential donors to research, for example corporates.
General public with an interest in scientific research.
Media.
Sponsors.

2.4 The process
A brand for the Award has been developed of a consistent high quality and denoting excellence. The logo in the shape
of a ‘Y’ (Fig 1) depicts a young person with an element of the Women’s and Children’s Hospital logo as the head. This
logo has remained unchanged throughout the life of the Award and is incorporated into the mast head (Fig 1) and other
graphics (Figs 2-4).

Figure 1. Logo and Mast Head

Science is represented in the graphic design using a molecular structure and the involvement of young people by using a
silhouette of a person (Figs 2– 4). These design elements are utilised in posters, invitations, adverts and the Award
website (www.health.adelaide.edu.au/yia2005) and are now widely recognised.

Figure 2. Poster

Eligibility to participate has required applicants to fulfil the following criteria: they should be either studying for a
higher research degree – Masters by research, PhD, MD (other higher qualifications may also be acceptable), or have
been awarded this degree no more than 48 months before the closing date for the Award. The work presented for the
Award need not necessarily have formed part of that degree.
Applicants are first judged on a written application by up to six senior clinical or laboratory-based research scientists
engaged in ‘active’ research who have no link to the applicants. From there, eight applicants proceed to the second stage
of judging. At the semi-finals these eight applicants are required to give an oral presentation on their work to a general
scientific audience who are not necessarily specialists in the applicant’s area of work. The judging panel is comprised of
four scientists of whom at least one is involved in assessment of first round applications and at least one is not involved
in the initial selection process. Judging is weighted towards the quality of the science, but presentation skills are
assessed.
Three finalists are chosen for the Award finals. They are required to give presentations in lay language to a general
audience, many of whom have no science background. They are judged by a panel of three members of the media (from
TV, press and radio) and a scientific moderator. The presentations are assessed on the finalist’s ability to make the
research understandable and relevant to the general public, the ability to make the research attractive to the media, and
presentation skills, engagement with audience and professionalism. The scientific moderator ensures that genuine
scientific responses to questions are given by the finalists (Fig 5).
The three finalists receive media training prior to preparing for the Award finals and they are also often interviewed by
the media before and after the finals. The complete Award process takes around five months.
The Award finals are promoted through the media publicity (TV, press and radio), press advertising, posters, invitations
(hard copy and emails), newsletters and a dedicated website.
An invited guest speaker is an additional drawcard. Free refreshments and networking opportunities are appreciated by
the audience. Over the years, the profile of the finals event has risen, with the South Australia Minister for Science and
Information Economy attending the finals in 2005 and presenting prizes (Fig 6).
All finalists receive a prize with the two runners-up each receiving $A500 and the winner receiving $A1000 untied plus
$A1500 to attend and present at a relevant conference during the following year.

Figure 3. Example of press advertising

Figure 4. Award website – http://www.health.adelaide.edu.au/yia2005

Figure 5. Media judges and scientific moderator discuss the finalists presentations at 2005 Award finals

Figure 6. Award Final in 2005 - the Minister for Science and Information Economy,
The Hon Karlene Maywald (second from left) with the three finalists

2.5 Evaluation
The success of the event has been evaluated using a combination of measures - the results of questionnaires given to all
members of the audience at the Award finals; the numbers who attend the finals; media coverage and feedback from the
finalists themselves.
2.5.1 Questionnaire
Feedback has been, in general, excellent. Notably in 2005,
• 88% of respondents enjoyed the format of the Award finals;
• 100% of respondents learned something new about research in women’s and children’s health;
• 100% said they would like to attend next year’s Young Investigator Award;
• Over 50% had not attended the previous year’s Award finals.
Comments included: “presentations are outstanding every year” and “fascinating research from our young scientists”.
2.5.2 Media coverage
This has generally consisted of a substantial press article either before or after the Award finals (Fig 7, a –c) plus a
second brief article. In addition, Channel 9, as TV sponsor, usually airs a news story on all three finalists in the week
preceding the finals, and a second story the night after the finals announcing the winner. Additional coverage has
resulted from media interest in the work of a number of the applicants who did not reach the finals. This has involved
press, radio and other TV stations.
2.5.3 Feedback from finalists
The overall experience has been considered useful by the finalists. Some individual comments have included:
• “The main thing I got (out of the Award) was practise with public speaking. I found it very harrowing to get
up and talk in front of so many people, but the experience was good. Also the task of having to put my work
into general terms was a challenge, but it is a very important thing to be able to communicate to the general
public”.
• “I’ve been trying to explain my research to my family for years and now my mum finally gets it!”.
• “I think that part of having a career in research is the responsibility to keep the public informed about what we
do, and to help keep the trust the public has in scientists as leaders”.

•

•

“My advice to next year’s applicants is to firstly throw out the jargon and scientific correctness and
concentrate on making a story which can be understood by lay people. Then think about why the research is
relevant to anyone other than scientists and what hook you can use to get the audience’s attention”.
“I don’t think I appreciated how difficult it is to give a truly lay presentation until the Young Investigator
Award”.

3. Conclusion
The Young Investigator Award, now in its seventh year, is a highly successful award which rewards science excellence
and teaches young scientists to communicate with the general public through the media. It is believed unique through its
involvement of the media in the judging of ‘communication excellence’.
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Figure 7a. Press publicity post-2003 Award finals - The Advertiser

Figure 7b. Press publicity pre-2004 Award finals - The Advertiser

Figure 7c. Press publicity post - 2005 Award finals– Sunday Mail

