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WHAT DO WE KNOW
ABOUT PUBLIC OPINION?
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THIS TALK … AN OVERVIEW

A macro approach to public participation: 
Public engagement vs. public outreach
Why public outreach is critically important

The audience: Communicating with a 
miserly public
The message: The interplay of 
scientists and journalists

Some lessons for public outreach
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PUBLIC OUTREACH FOCUSED ON LITERACY?

Most engagement and outreach efforts 
aimed at informing the public and building 
nanotech literacy

Examples
Various science education initiatives
Renaissance of public engagement efforts (deliberative 
polling, consensus conferences, technology forums, etc.)
etc.

All of these efforts are important, but many of them have not had 
a broad impact …
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A MORE FINE-GRAINED OVERVIEW:
OUTREACH VS. ENGAGEMENT

Low
Involvement

High
Involvement

High
Information

Low
Information
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Low
Involvement

High
Involvement

High
Information

Low
Information

A MORE FINE-GRAINED OVERVIEW:
OUTREACH VS. ENGAGEMENT
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ATTITUDES ABOUT NANOTECH

So how do uninformed and 
uninvolved publics form attitudes 
about nanotech?
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THE COGNITIVE MISER MODEL

People know very little about most issues, 
including scientific issues
“Low information rationality”

It does not make sense for most people to 
develop in-depth understanding of issues
As a result, they form attitudes on nanotech 
using heuristics or shortcuts, such as 
predispositions, opinion climates, or media 
frames
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climate change

FRAMING SCIENCE

cloning
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HOW DO FRAMES WORK?

Frames have little to do with information
Rather: Frames differ in how they present issues

Frankenfood vs. GMOs
Gun control vs. gun safety
etc.

As a result: Frames influence which schema in 
people’s heads are activated when they process 
information about scientific issues
Or to put it differently, the same information – framed 
differently – can evoke very different interpretive 
schema in people’s minds
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FRAMING SCIENCE POLICY:
LANGUAGE OF THE 21ST CENTURY (F. LUNTZ)
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FRAMING SCIENCE:
LANGUAGE OF THE 21ST CENTURY (F. LUNTZ)
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LESSONS FOR NANO OUTREACH

First, emerging frames for nanotech …
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HOW WILL NANOTECH BE COVERED?

At this point in the U.S.: Mostly positive 
frames, based on economic and 
scientific potential of nanotech
Frames, rather than literacy, currently 
influence nano attitudes (e.g., 
Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005)

But coverage beginning to change …
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Nanotech workers are lab rats in 
experiment with no controls
Rick Weiss
Washington Post
April 9, 2006

RENO, Nev. - To tour the gleaming offices of Altair 
Nanotechnologies Inc. is to see why the U.S. 
Commerce Department calls nanotech "the next 
industrial revolution" -- a revolution not of smelters 
and smokestacks but of precision-engineered carbon 
"buckyballs" one-ten-thousandth the size of the head 
of a pin and microscopic nanospheres that can pack 
the power of a car battery in a napkin-thin wafer. 
…

Nanotech workers are lab rats in 
experiment with no controls
Rick Weiss
Washington Post
April 9, 2006

RENO, Nev. - To tour the gleaming offices of Altair 
Nanotechnologies Inc. is to see why the U.S. 
Commerce Department calls nanotech "the next 
industrial revolution" -- a revolution not of smelters 
and smokestacks but of precision-engineered carbon 
"buckyballs" one-ten-thousandth the size of the head 
of a pin and microscopic nanospheres that can pack 
the power of a car battery in a napkin-thin wafer. 
…

REFRAMING NANO: SCIENCE
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REFRAMING NANO: ECONOMIC ASPECTS
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REFRAMING NANO:
SOME SPECULATIVE PREDICTIONS

News:
“Nanotech as the asbestos of tomorrow”
(swissinfo.com, February 15, 2006)

Science:
Philip E. Ross (2006). “Tiny Toxins?”
Technology Review, May/June.

Entertainment:
“Path of Destruction”

(Sci Fi TV movie, 2005)
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LESSONS FOR NANO OUTREACH

An agenda for 
successful public outreach …
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Public outreach not a matter of promoting pro-science 
views among the general public or of simply improving 
literacy

Public outreach involves effective communication with all 
stakeholders (scientists, citizens, policy makers, etc.)

Currently, public debate about issues, such as stem 
cell research, dominated by interest groups and other 
partisan players
Scientific views not heard

PUBLIC OUTREACH AS
PROACTIVE PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE

−
+
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We need to get beyond thinking about 
science news just as the release of a new 
study
Scientific issues are increasingly becoming 
policy issue and people form attitudes 
accordingly

Specific challenges to scientists …
Public outreach needs to address issues 
outside the realm of science
Scientists need to work with journalists

CHALLENGES FOR PUBLIC OUTREACH
(Including ideas outlined by Nisbet, 2006)
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Specific challenges to journalists …
Increasing the specialization and 
improving the training of journalists
How do we make policy and ELSI 
issues newsworthy in a non-partisan 
way?
Rethinking what objectivity means in 
American journalism

CHALLENGES FOR PUBLIC OUTREACH
(Including ideas outlined by Nisbet, 2006)
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FOR QUESTIONS, COMMENTS, ETC. …

scheufele@wisc.edu
http://www.nanopublic.com


