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PCST Conferences: Guidelines for organisers 
Latest revision: August 2026 

These guidelines have been prepared for those already committed to organising a PCST 
Conference or preparing a bid to do so. The guidelines are subject to periodic revision 
and they are not exclusive: conference hosts, working with the PCST Programme 
Committee, may devise new options or new variations on what is outlined here. 

Introduction 
PCST: the global network for science communication has staged 18 conferences since 
1989, most recently in Dunedin, New Zealand (2018), Aberdeen, Scotland (2021, online), 
Rotterdam, the Netherlands (2023) and Aberdeen, Scotland (2025). 

Over the last four conferences, the total number of registered participants has ranged 
between 400 and 800; participants have come from 40 to 50 countries, always with 
strong representation from the continent or region in which the conference was held. 

Conference hosts are selected by the PCST Scientific Committee on the basis of 
competitive bids submitted four years in advance. 

These guidelines are based on the experience and evaluation of previous conferences but 
the PCST Network also encourages innovations in the structure and staging of its 
conferences. 

Character and scope of PCST Conferences 
The international PCST Conferences are distinctive in that they include practitioners, 
educators and researchers in science communication. There are many national and 
international conferences targeted at science communication practitioners, such as 
those working in public information or informal education. Equally, there are academic 
conferences for researchers in communication or in social studies of science that include 
sessions focused on science, risk or environmental communication. The PCST 
Conferences span these fields of theory and practice, attracting practitioners, researchers 
and educators in similar proportions. 

This defining characteristic of PCST Conferences influences the content and structure of 
these conferences. Conference sessions may include presentations and discussion of 
formal research, panel debates on current issues, and workshops demonstrating and 
assessing current practices. 

PCST Conferences address a still-growing field bordered by other still-growing fields. 
There are points of contact and overlap with communication studies, social studies of 
science, environmental communication, health communication and risk communication, 
all of which have their own international networks, publications and conferences. ‘PCST’ 
is often used interchangeably with ‘science communication’; the ‘technology’ component 
of PCST has received much less attention. 

The focus of PCST Conferences is on public communication, where ‘public’ is understood 
broadly as anyone without specialised knowledge in the domain being communicated. 
The conferences are primarily concerned with communication beyond science education 
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in formal school or college settings. However, informal education of the kind that 
happens, for example, in science centres, science festivals and other public science 
events and spaces is part of the PCST field of interest. 

Bidding to host a PCST conference 
PCST Conference hosts are selected by the PCST Scientific Committee through a 
competitive bidding process, normally four years in advance of the conference. 

Submitting a bid 
Bids to host a PCST Conference are normally called for at least six months before the 
meeting of the Scientific Committee at which the conference host will be selected. The 
call to host is published on the PCST website and circulated through PCST 
communication channels. 

Bid documents should be submitted to the Secretary of the PCST Network at least five 
weeks before the meeting at which they will be considered. 

Bidding groups should be prepared to meet with the Scientific Committee, normally 
during a PCST Conference, to present their bid and answer questions. 

What a bid should include 
Organisations bidding to host a PCST Conference should address the following matters 
in their bid: 

Local and national support: Demonstrate broad support from relevant science, science 
communication and other organisations in the proposed host country. Bids should be 
accompanied by appropriate letters of support, which may include government bodies, 
universities, research organisations, science academies, associations, industry and 
community organisations. 

Organising capacity: Demonstrate the capacity and experience of the local organisers to 
manage a major international conference, including appropriate support for conference 
logistics. This may involve working with a professional conference organiser or other 
conference management team. 

Conference website and systems: Demonstrate the capacity to establish and manage a 
dedicated conference website, including systems for conference registration and the 
submission and review of proposals, as well as information about the programme, venue, 
accommodation and associated events and activities. 

Venue: Identify an accessible venue, or venues, capable of accommodating 
approximately 400 to 800 or more delegates, with sufficient breakout spaces for a 
substantial number of parallel sessions. 

Dates: Propose suitable dates for the conference. Final dates will be agreed in 
consultation with the PCST Scientific Committee. 

Conference themes: Suggest possible high-level themes for the conference. These will 
subsequently be developed in consultation with the Programme Committee and Scientific 
Committee. 
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Budget: Present a draft budget outlining the principal anticipated costs and sources of 
income. This should identify major expenses, anticipated sponsorship and other income, 
and estimated registration fees. 

Sponsorship: Identify committed and prospective sponsors and indicate how additional 
sponsorship may be secured. Significant sponsorship is normally required to keep 
registration fees affordable and support the international character of the conference. 

Equitable participation: Explain how the organisers propose to support participation by 
delegates who may otherwise be unable to attend for financial reasons, particularly 
participants from low-income countries and disadvantaged communities. This should 
include consideration of reduced registration fees and bursaries or other financial 
support. 

Social programme and destination: Include proposals for attractive social and cultural 
events during the conference and, where appropriate, opportunities for delegates to 
explore the host city, country or region before or after the conference. 

Financial and organisational responsibilities 
The host organisation and Local Organising Committee are responsible for the logistical 
and physical arrangements for the conference and bear financial responsibility for the 
event. 

The host organisation is responsible for: 

• providing the conference venue and catering; 

• managing conference registrations and the conference secretariat; 

• organising the social programme; 

• managing conference promotion and publicity in collaboration with the PCST 
Network; 

• collecting registration fees, sponsorship and other conference income; 

• paying all conference expenses and underwriting the conference; 

• paying 5% of registration fees received from paying participants to the PCST 
Network; 

• providing complimentary conference registration and one night's accommodation 
for members of the PCST Scientific Committee; 

• covering the travel and accommodation costs of invited plenary speakers; 

• providing reduced registration fees and, where possible, other financial support 
for selected participants who would otherwise have difficulty attending; 

• providing the PCST Network with a contact list of delegates who have consented 
to their information being shared; and 

• establishing a Local Organising Committee to plan and manage the conference. 

The host organisation retains any surplus generated by the conference and is responsible 
for any financial loss. 
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Local Organising Committee 
The Local Organising Committee should include representatives of the science 
communication community in the host country or region. 

The Local Organising Committee is responsible for: 

• nominating a representative to serve on the Programme Committee; 

• agreeing the conference dates in consultation with the Scientific Committee; 

• working with the Scientific Committee and Programme Committee to develop 
detailed plans and a timetable for the conference; 

• publicising and promoting the conference; 

• arranging the conference venue, catering and accommodation information; 

• appointing a professional conference organiser or establishing an appropriate 
alternative system for managing conference administration and registrations; 

• establishing and managing the conference website; 

• establishing and managing the online system for the submission and review of 
conference proposals; 

• proposing plenary speakers and other programme content for consideration by 
the Programme Committee; 

• managing relationships and arrangements with sponsors; 

• organising the conference social programme; and 

• working with the Programme Committee on the development and scheduling of 
the conference programme. 

Language 
The principal language of PCST Conferences is English. All official conference materials 
should use British English spelling and conventions, rather than American English. Other 
languages and/or translation or interpretation services may be provided where 
appropriate. 

Major roles and responsibilities 
The major roles and responsibilities of the key groups in the staging of a PCST 
Conference are defined as follows: 

Scientific Committee of the PCST network 
The Scientific Committee is responsible for selecting the location of the conferences, 
based on a competitive bidding process; overseeing the conference programme planning; 
reviewing proposals for papers and sessions; and providing chairs for conference 
sessions. 

Local Organising Committee 
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The team organising the conference at a local level appoints a committee to manage the 
conference, the Local Organising Committee. The size and membership of this 
committee are set by the local team. The convenor of the Local Organising Committee is 
a member of the PCST Scientific Committee. The Local Organising Committee may 
appoint sub-committees with specific responsibilities. 

 

The Local Organising Committee is responsible for arranging venues, registration, 
promotion of the conference, accommodation booking, catering, the social programme, 
sponsorship, managing the conference website and proposing plenary speakers and 
other programme content. 

Programme Committee 
The Programme Committee is a sub-committee of the Scientific Committee and consists 
of the chair of the Local Organising Committee or their nominee plus three other 
members of the Scientific Committee. The sub-committee elects one of its members, but 
not the representative of the Local Organising Committee, to be convenor. The President 
of the PCST Network is an ex officio member of this sub-committee, as well as of other 
sub-committees. 

The Programme Committee plans the programme content, including organising the 
review of proposals, confirming plenary speakers, working with the Local Organising 
Committee on the conference programme, for example scheduling sessions and 
clustering individual presentations into sessions, and advising the Local Organising 
Committee on conference administration matters. Members are expected to be available 
to give prompt advice and guidance on all matters relating to the programme. The 
Programme Committee for a particular conference is appointed as soon as the previous 
conference is over. 

Call for proposals and review  
The Local Organising Committee prepares the call for proposals in consultation with the 
Programme Committee. The call sets out the principal themes of the conference, the 
formats under which proposals are invited and the procedures and deadlines for 
submitting proposals. 

The Local Organising Committee is responsible for putting in place, hosting and 
managing an appropriate online proposal submission system through the conference 
website. The system must support the submission and administration of proposals and 
provide the functionality required for the review process. The Local Organising 
Committee works with the Programme Committee to ensure that the system meets the 
requirements of the conference's proposal and review process. 

The Programme Committee is responsible for managing the review of proposals. All 
members of the Scientific Committee are expected to contribute to the review, and each 
proposal is reviewed by at least two reviewers before a decision is made. 

On completion of the review, the Programme Committee and Local Organising 
Committee work together on the allocation of individual papers to thematically coherent 
sessions and on other aspects of the conference schedule and programme. 

Conference session formats and structure 
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PCST Conferences have evolved over recent years to include an increasing variety of 
session formats, providing more space and opportunity for participation by conference 
delegates. The following are some of the possible formats for conference sessions: 

Plenary sessions: Opening and closing sessions with representatives of key stakeholders 
in the conference; themed plenaries may be based on two or three 20-minute 
presentations or on a roundtable discussion with three to four participants. Speakers are 
selected for their significant contribution to the field of PCST and known ability to engage 
large audiences. These sessions can also include a live interview with someone 
prominent in the field, a debate, or a presentation by researchers with a response from 
practitioners. 

Panel discussions: Maximum of five contributions per session on a stated common 
theme, seen from different angles and from international perspectives. 

Grouped papers: Maximum of five linked research papers proposed as a panel, for 
example representing different outputs of a collaborative project. 

Individual papers: Maximum of five research papers, proposed individually but arranged 
in thematically linked sessions by the Programme Committee. 

Short visual talks: Three-minute presentations with a single visual aid, for example a 
poster, photo, infographic or video clip, that can be exhibited on the conference site. 
Presenters are expected to be available to discuss their presentation and visual during 
specially arranged sessions. 

Posters: Single-sheet displays available throughout the conference; some may be 
selected for oral presentation of a maximum of three minutes each. 

Workshops: Demonstrations of science communication practices with commentary on 
their application and effectiveness. 

Performances: Short theatrical or musical pieces on scientific topics. 

Example structure of a PCST Conference and related events 

Day 1: Pre-conference events, including workshops and a session for postgraduate 
students; PCST Scientific Committee first meeting; and evening welcome reception. 

Day 2: Welcome plenary session (30 minutes), themed plenary session (75 minutes), two 
sets of parallel sessions (75 minutes each), cultural events, for example a screening or 
performance. 

Day 3: Plenary session (75 minutes), three sets of parallel sessions (75 minutes each), 
cultural event, for example a screening or performance, running parallel with the PCST 
members' business meeting/AGM (90 minutes); conference dinner. 

Day 4: Plenary session (75 minutes), three sets of parallel sessions (75 minutes), closing 
plenary session (75 minutes). 

A space is often required on the day after the conference for a second PCST Scientific 
Committee meeting. 
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All parallel sessions may encompass the formats above. The number of sessions running 
in parallel will be determined in part by the number of proposals approved and in part by 
the capacity of the venue. It is recommended that the number be set at a maximum of 20. 
With eight time slots for parallel sessions, two on Day 2 and three each on Days 3 and 4, a 
total of up to 160 sessions can be accommodated in the conference. 

Sufficient time should be provided to allow delegates to change rooms, with a minimum 
of 10 minutes. Coffee breaks are an important opportunity for exchange and should be 
sufficiently long, with 30 minutes suggested. Lunch breaks should be 75 to 90 minutes. 

Given this number of sessions, the chairs have a large responsibility in ensuring the 
timetable is maintained and that presenters and other participants have reasonable and 
equitable opportunities to contribute. It is the responsibility of the Programme Committee 
to brief session chairs on the effective conduct of these parallel sessions and to prepare 
guidelines for presenters. 

Sample guidance to be sent to session chairs before the conference 
As chair, you need to make sure that the session is well organised, that the speakers and 
audience feel comfortable, and that sessions run to time. Good chairs do not dominate a 
session, but ensure that everyone understands the format. Pleasant-but-firm is the best 
way. 

Contacting and meeting the speakers beforehand 

Contact the speakers in advance. Tell them the essential information: when, where, how 
long, who else is speaking in the session, the order they will speak, how question time will 
be handled, the format and how you will indicate when they should finish. Circulate 
abstracts and encourage them to exchange information among themselves. 

Encourage them to visit the room in advance to familiarise themselves with the layout 
and equipment. Check the pronunciation of their names and the exact title of their talk, 
and ask for a brief CV so that you can introduce them. 

Loading presentations 

Speakers will have been asked to upload their presentations well before the session. 
Check that this has been done and that the presenters can operate the projection. 

Equipment and facilities 

Arrive early to check the equipment, understand how the projector and microphone 
systems work, check that whiteboard markers are available, and know how to turn the 
lights on and the air conditioning off. 

Make sure seating is properly arranged and that speakers have everything they need, 
including glasses of water. 

Timing 

Start the session at the scheduled time. Do not wait for the audience to straggle in. 
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Make sure the speakers know how long they have to talk and answer questions. Let them 
know how you will indicate that they should be finishing, for example with a bell or by 
rising to your feet. One effective way to indicate timing is to rise silently to your feet when 
speakers have, say, one minute left. 

Finish at the time indicated in the programme, no matter how interesting the discussion 
is. 

Welcoming the audience 

Welcome the audience, tell them the title of the session and who the speakers will be. Tell 
them the format, for instance, each speaker has 10 minutes and there will be 20 minutes 
for discussion and questions at the end. Tell them time limits will be strictly enforced. 
Ask them to silence their phones. 

Question time 

The best question times are brisk exchanges of ideas. The best way is for the chair to run 
question time on behalf of speakers. Ask questioners to give their name and affiliation, 
and make sure that questions are clear to everyone, including the audience. Have a 
question ready yourself to fill any embarrassing silence. 

Intervene if the session becomes bogged down or gets off track. This might happen if a 
speaker uses the discussion as an opportunity to continue a presentation that has run 
over time, or if one member of the audience dominates by asking a series of questions. 

For some sessions, the chair may have a role in bringing talks together to have an overall 
discussion session at the end. A good chair will try to find common themes from the 
presentations to stimulate overall discussion. 

Conference documentation to be prepared by the 
Local Organising Committee  
The Local Organising Committee is responsible for preparing: 

• the conference programme with speakers and schedule. For inclusion in the final 
programme, presenters must have formally registered for the conference and paid 
the required fee; 

• the book of abstracts; and 

• a list of participants with contact details, subject to appropriate consent and data 
protection requirements. 

Conference planning timetable 
The key events in the calendar before and after a PCST Conference are provided below as 
a guide: 

48 months before: Confirmation of host selection. 

24 months before: Confirmation of Local Organising Committee and Programme 
Committee membership. 
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15 months before: Announcement of main conference themes; launch of conference 
website with themes, location and outline schedule. 

10 months before: Call for proposals with details of session formats and themes. 

8 months before: Deadline for proposals. 

7 months before: Peer review of proposals. 

6 months before: Results of review sent to proposers; draft programme prepared; 
announcement of plenary speakers. 

2 months before: Deadline for expanded or updated abstracts; deadline for conference 
speakers to register; announcement of final programme. 

1 month before: Online publication of final programme. 

Conference: Conference and PCST Committee meetings. 

1 month after: Conference evaluation survey. 

2 months after: Conference organisation report, including financial summary. 

Conference evaluation 
PCST Conferences are the subject of evaluation surveys. These deliver valuable 
information to the conference organisers and particularly to the Scientific Committee for 
forward planning of later conferences. The survey is conducted online, with an email sent 
to all conference participants containing a link to the questionnaire. 

The conference hosts are responsible for providing the email addresses of participants 
who have consented to their information being used for this purpose. The Scientific 
Committee is responsible for the conduct of the survey and analysis of the results. 


