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Communication Between Scientists 
Unhealthy long-term trends are evident in both written and verbal 

scientific communication. The problems of the proliferat~ng scientific 
literature have been frequently discussed. Less attention has been given to 
the equally important verbal communication. 

Those who are familiar with trends are especially concerned about the 
evolution of annual meetings of sc~entific societies. Historical records of 
meetings describe them as gatherings In which enthusiasm ran high, spirits 
were lifted, and much exciting information was exchanged. Crowds were 
smaller then, and meetings were held under agreeable circumstances, either 
on college campuses or at some other sultable spot. 

As the number of scientists Increased, it was inevitable that the character 
of the annual meeting would change. But the evolution was so slow that 
little thought was given to the danger that the values of personal interchange 
might be lost. 

Occasionally at a big meeting attendees meet peers with whom they can 
enjoy mutual intellectual stimulus. However, it is decades since an annual 
meeting as a whole was described in glowlng terms. What do attendees 
experience at a large annual meeting? The cold, impersonal, commercial 
atmosphere of hotels sets the tone. Sessions with forty or more simulta- 
neous papers present a bewildering requirement for choice. Actually, the 
decision made is not crucial. The typical session is loaded with 10- or 15- 
minute papers delivered with the crutch of slides. Almost invariably there 
are far too many slides; the content on each is so excessive that it cannot be 
read, let alone comprehended. In the decades since slides came into 
traditional use, no substantive improvement in their design has occurred. 

Despite the limited value of the meetings, the tradition of obligatory 
attendance persisted. But major societie5 are now experiencing a change. 
At meeting after meeting, attendance has been declining from earlier peaks. 
Current overall costs for a participant average $1000 or more. In a time of 
tight budgets, realism about the value of the annual meeting is overcoming 
tradition. 

For established scientists, the decay of the typlcal meeting 1s no loss. 
They have in place a rich variety of communication links. The most deeply 
satisfying of these in one-on-one conversations with peers. There they can 
enjoy the mutual exchange of ideas and enthusiasm, as did scientists a 
century ago. But the potential for excitement is even greater now since air 
travel makes their peers readily accessible. Once a level of mutual trust and 
understanding is achieved, the telephone and electronic mail constitute 
effective supplements to personal encounters. Some scientists are extro- 
verts who hunger for the presence of a group of peers. This involves the 
nuisance of mutual scheduling, but can be arranged. A favorite form of 
meeting is the small closed symposium. Around the world there is increas- 
ing use of the formula initiated by the Gordon Research Conferences. These 
meetings last a week and have about 100 invited attendees. They are held in 
secluded spots where participants are free from distractions and the 
presence of nonscientists. Part of the time is spent in loosely scheduled 
sessions. However, there is adequate time for the personal interactions that 
are so crucial and enjoyable. 

Despite diminishing attendance, the scientific societies will continue to 
hold annual meetings. They will continue to follow firmly established 
traditions. The simultaneous sessions will continue, often with audiences of 
fewer than ten. The formula of 10-minute talks with scores of illegible slides 
will persist. The scientific community, including its elite, should give 
serious thought to this. In a few large scientific centers, young people 
receive adequate stimulus from professors and peers. But in smaller 
institutions, critical components of enthusiasm are missing. Professors may 
do their part in trying to indoctrinate an appreciation of the beauty of 
science, its great structure of knowledge, and the intellects of those who 
built it. But they need help which the big annual meetings do not supply. 

-PHILIP I3. ABELSON 




