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AAAS/Pew: science, the media, and
public opinion
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think public I g n 0 ra n Ce IS

.major problem



76%
think news coverage Is
Inadequate
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positive




What’s happening?



How do media (ab)use
scientists?




-Net ban
-Reef fishery




Save our Sealife?



Save our Seafood?



There was very little scientific
evidence for the net ban.






Method: content analysis
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RQ: How important was
scientific information in net ban
coverage?



Scientific vs. Lay Knowledge



Scientific vs. Lay Knowledge
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(N=90 articles, Fisher’s exact p < 0.001)
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Scientists’ quotes stories were more
likely to appear In episodic stories



Conclusion: Net ban

Most stories relied on lay knowledge



Conclusion: Net ban

Most stories relied on lay knowledge

Scientists weren’t a major source of
quotations



Florida’s grouper fishery

“Some of the ugliest data I've
ever seen...” -Steve Martell



Method: Content analysis
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Grouper News Sources

Source Total Quotes Avg. Quotes/article
Recreational 92 0.96*
Commercial 34 0.63
Scientist 26 0.48

Other 27 0.5

(N=39 articles, *significantly higher@p<0.05)



Grouper News Sources

Source Quotes present  Quotes absent
Recreational 24 35
Commercial 16 43
Scientist 22 37
Other 19 40

(N=59 articles, Fisher’s exact: no significant differences)



Quotes’ Readability




Quotes’ Readability

Source # Reading Ease Grade Level
Sentences (higher=easier) (higher=harder)
Scientist 83 70.11 7.19*

Non-scientist 341 74.30* 5.94



Uncertain

Might

Seem
Could
Suggest



Hedging: Newspapers

Source Unhedged quotes Hedged quotes
Scientist 18 9
Non-scientist 4 120

(p<0.001)



Conclusion: Grouper

Scientists weren’t quoted in most
articles



Conclusion: Grouper

Scientists weren’t quoted in most
articles

Scientists’ quotes were more
uncertain and harder to read



Why do media (ab)use
scientists?




“Many technical controversies
< are primarily disputes over
political goals and only
9 vondarily concerned with'the
: veracity of scigntifi¢ issues which
0 these goals.”

WL, ‘ -Mazur (1981)
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Newspapers often focus on the fight




Technical, hedged quotes are confusing
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