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THE SCIENCE OF  

COMMUNICATING NANOSCIENCE 
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THIS TALK é AN OVERVIEW 

ÁThe challenges of communicating 

nanoscience in societal and 

political contexts 

ÁA few intuitive assumptions about 

solutions é and a preview of the 

social science that tells us if they 

will work 
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ÁRapid pace and scientific complexity 

of Nano-Bio-Info-Cogno (NBIC) 

revolution 

ÁComplex science 

ÁFast bench-bedside transition 

ÁELSI debates without scientific 

answers 

FIRST, FOR LAY AUDIENCES, THE NATURE OF 

SCIENTIFIC PROBLEMS IS CHANGING 

ChemBot, debeloped by iRobot  

for DARPA/U.S. Army Research Office 
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Authors with é 

SECND, WE HAVE LOST THE INFRASTRUCTURE 

FOR CONVEYING COMPLEXITIES TO LAY PUBLICS 
Dudo, A. D., Dunwoody, S., & Scheufele, D. A. (2011). The emergence of nano news: Tracking thematic trends and  

changes in U.S. newspaper coverage of nanotechnology. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 88(1), 55-75.  
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ÁDifferent labels é  

ÁKnowledge deficit models 

ÁFamiliarity hypothesis 

Áetc. 

Áé same assumption 

ÁIf people were only more informed, they 

would be more supportive of science 

ÁEffective communication is about explaining 

the science better or about building 

excitement for science 

ÁUnfortunately 

ÁLittle empirical support é 

THIRD, OUR DYSFUNCTIONAL OBSESSION 

WITH KNOWLEDGE DEFICIT MODELS 
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Scientific Knowledge 

Low Religiosity

High Religiosity

EMBRYONIC STEM CELL RESEARCH: 

INFORMATION AND 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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THIS TALK é AN OVERVIEW 

ÁThe challenges of communicating 

todayôs science in societal and 

political contexts 

ÁA few intuitive assumptions about 

solutions é and a preview of the 

social science that tells us if they 

will work 
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THIS TALK é AN OVERVIEW 

ÁThe challenges of communicating 

todayôs science in societal and 

political contexts 

ÁA few intuitive assumptions about 

solutions é and a preview of the 

social science that tells us if they 

will work 

ÁAssumption 1: Lay audiences 

(should) think like scientists é 
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IRONICALLY, EVEN SCIENTISTS DONõT 

EXCLUSIVELY RELY ON INFORMATION 
Corley, E. A., Scheufele, D. A., & Hu, Q. (2009). Of risks and regulations: How leading US nanoscientists form policy stances about 

nanotechnology. Journal of Nanoparticle Research, 11(7), 1573-1585. doi: 10.1007/s11051-009-9671-5 

 

Predicting views that nano research should be regulated é 
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ÁñLow information rationalityò 

ÁIt does not make sense for most of us to 

develop an in-depth understanding of 

complex issues 

ÁAs a result, we form attitudes on issues, 

including S&T, even in the absence of 

sufficient information 

ÁShortcuts, heuristics, etc. become 

powerful replacements or shortcuts for 

interpreting information 

THE TRICKY PART: HUMAN BEINGS USE 

INFORMATION AS ONE OF MANY HEURISTICS 
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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AND OUR RELIANCE ON HEURISTICS IS  

PARTLY DRIVEN BY MEDIATED REALITIES ... 
Nisbet, M. C., Scheufele, D. A., Shanahan, J., Moy, P., Brossard, D., & Lewenstein, B. V. (2002). Knowledge, reservations, or promise?  

A media effects model for public perceptions of science and technology. Communication Research, 29(5), 584-608.  
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FRAMING ALLOWS AUDIENCES TO  

CATEGORIZE UNFAMILIAR INFORMATION 
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. 

ÁAll perception is reference dependent, especially 

for ambiguous stimuli 

ÁVariations in presentation therefore reshape how 

we think about the information 

ÁGM foods vs. Frankenfood 

ÁIntelligent design vs. Creationism 

ÁNano as the next plastic or the next asbestos 

Áetc. 
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THIS TALK é AN OVERVIEW 

ÁThe challenges of communicating 

todayôs science in societal and 

political contexts 

ÁA few intuitive assumptions about 

solutions é and a preview of the 

social science that tells us if they 

will work 

ÁAssumption 2: The same facts 

means the same thing to 

different people é 



S
lid

e
 1
5 

 ð
  

 ©
 S

c
h

e
u

fe
le

 
2

0
1

3 

Áñ[M]otivation may affect reasoning through 

reliance on a biased set of cognitive 

processesò 

ÁRelated findings in the science 

communication literature 

ÁCultural cognition (synthetic biology, 

climate change etc.) 

ÁPerceptual filters (nanotechnology, 

stem cell research etc.) 

ÁThe same information means different 

things to different people é 

THE CONCEPT OF  

MOTIVATED REASONING 
Kunda, Z. (1990). The case for motivated reasoning. Psychological Bulletin, 108(3), 480-498. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.108.3.480 



S
lid

e
 1
6 

 ð
  

 ©
 S

c
h

e
u

fe
le

 
2

0
1

3 
ITõS PARTLY ABOUT SELECTIVITY é 

(Data from: DMR-0832760, UW Nanoscale Science and Engineering Center on Templated Synthesis  

and Assembly at the Nanoscale, Social Implications Group, University of Wisconsin-Madison) 


