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UNDERSTANDING SCIENCE-SOCIETY INTERFACES



Sl
ide

 2
|   

@
sc

he
ufe

le 
 |  

© 
20

20

TODAY… AN OVERVIEW

 From communication to engagement
 Words that matter: communicating science 

effectively
 The need for public engagement: Science as 

a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
good policy
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WHY ENGAGE WITH PUBLICS ON EMERGING SCIENCE?

Scheufele, D. A., Krause, N., Freiling, I., & Brossard, B. (in press). What we know about effective public engagement on CRISPR and beyond. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 
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A REMINDER,  FOR CONTROVERSIAL SCIENCE, LITERACY
OFTEN DOESN’T TRANSLATE INTO PRO-SCIENCE ATTITUDES

Ho, S. S., Brossard, D., & Scheufele, D. A. (2008). Effects of value predispositions, mass media use, and knowledge on public
attitudes toward embryonic stem cell research. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 20(2), 171-192.
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MORE AND MORE TECHNOLOGIES SEEN THROUGH VALUE LENSES
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Akin, H., Rose, K. M., Scheufele, D. A., Simis-Wilkinson, M., Brossard, D., Xenos, M. A., & Corley, E. A. (2017). Mapping the landscape of public attitudes on synthetic biology. Bioscience, 67(3), 290-300. doi:10.1093/biosci/biw171
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INTENTIONALLY OR NOT, THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY 
OFTEN DOES NOT HELP ITS OWN CAUSE
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WHY LANGUAGE SETS OUR FRAMES OF REFERENCE

 Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky:
“Perception [of ambiguous stimuli] is reference-dependent.”

Scheufele, D. A. (2006). Messages and heuristics: How audiences form attitudes about emerging technologies. In J. Turney 
(Ed.), Engaging science: Thoughts, deeds, analysis and action (pp. 20-25). London: The Wellcome Trust.
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FRAMING
Tewksbury, D., & Scheufele, D. A. (2009). News framing theory and research. In J. Bryant & M. B. Oliver (Eds.), 

Media effects: Advances in theory and research (3rd ed., pp. 17-33). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

 Integral part of how we all process 
information
 why we should pay attention
 why new technologies are worth 

investment or risk (or not)
 connect emerging science to what 

we know and what matters to us 
(values, beliefs, priorities, etc.)
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LABELS MATTER FOR APPLICATIONS 
MORE SO THAN BASIC RESEARCH

Scheufele, D. A. (1999). Framing as a theory of media effects. Journal of Communication, 49(1), 103-122. 
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LANGUAGE IS SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT 
EARLY IN THE R&D PROCESS

 Language matters ... early on
 Once a frame is established in 

public discourse, it’s virtually 
impossible to change

 And sometimes we activate 
mental stories inadvertently … 
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AND THE IMMEDIATE FALLOUT …
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FRAMES THAT CORRELATE WITH PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR SCIENCE

 Social progress ... improving quality of life, or 
solution to problems. Alternative interpretation as 
harmony with nature instead of mastery, 
"sustainability“

 Economic development/competitiveness ... 
economic investment, market benefits or risks; 
local, national, or global competitiveness

Nisbet, M. C., & Scheufele, D. A. (2007). The future public engagement. Scientist, 21(10), 38-44. 
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BUT OTHER FRAMES WILL (JUSTIFIABLY) 
EMERGE IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE

 Morality / ethics / DEI
 Scientific/technical uncertainty
 Pandora's box / runaway science
 Public accountability / governance
 Third way / alternative path
 Conflict/strategy (usually journalist-driven 

interpretation)

Nisbet, M. C., & Scheufele, D. A. (2007). The future of public engagement. Scientist, 21(10), 38-44. 
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Scheufele, D. A., Krause, N., Freiling, I., & Brossard, B. (in press). What we know about effective public engagement on CRISPR and beyond. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

OUR VULNERABILITY: AN INADEQUATE 
CAPACITY FOR MEANIGFUL ENGAGEMENT

 Neither RAC nor NExTRAC are designed to have
 necessary expertise, or 
 charge for meaningful public engagement

 What makes engagement so complicated? Lack of ...
 availability of scalable, one-size-fits-all models
 incentive structures and institutional infrastructures for 

academic institutions
 mechanisms to create engagement “with teeth”

“Either way, future science 
policy should be informed at 
least as much by broad public 
engagement … as it is 
informed by the science itself.”
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THANK YOU

@scheufele  

Funding:
National Science Foundation

U.S. Department of Agriculture
U.S. Department of Energy

Rita Allen Foundation
Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research and 

Graduate Education, University of Wisconsin–Madison 


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	MORE AND MORE TECHNOLOGIES SEEN THROUGH VALUE LENSES�
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 22

