Memo

To: The Society for Science & the Public’s Board of Trustees

From: Allison Lane

Date: 10/24/09

Re: Encouraging Scientific Study and Awareness

Audience

This memo is directed to the Board of Trustees of the Society for Science & the Public to aid them in launching their information campaign to encourage students to study science. The organization also hopes to better understand how they can use their publications, such as Science News Magazine, to reach larger audiences in pursuit of their goal. 

Summary


This report of the survey data shows that the general public and scientists have different perceptions about the science field. While both groups believe that science has had a positive affect on society, the public mainly views scientific study as valuable only if it benefits the greater good. Scientists however, are more motivated in their work if they are pursuing intellectual scientific problems and are furthering the field’s base of knowledge. Although scientists also believe in working to benefit the public, it is not usually their first priority. Professional jobs in the science field are also highly regarded by both groups.


Another key finding of this report is that the media plays a big role in how people view science. According to the survey data, most Americans enjoy learning about new developments in science. However, the public is more likely to watch TV for their information than to actively seek out science print publications or online resources. Therefore, while the public may have knowledge of current scientific events and discoveries, they may lack more in-depth information and understanding. 

Methodology


Two sets of survey data were used in the writing of this report. Both surveys were conducted by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press. The May 2009 General Public Science Survey was conducted from April 28-May 12, 2009. The second survey was the May 2009 Web Survey of Scientists. It was conducted between May 1 and June 14, 2009. There were more males (72%) than females (26%) in the scientist survey than the general public survey, which was more evenly distributed across genders. The general public survey tended to include more people between the ages of 18-49 (57%), whereas the scientist survey skewed older, with more people ages 50-65 and older (59%). 
Main Points

Public’s Perceptions of Science

The general public seems to view the scientific field as a valuable one. Participants in the May 2009 General Public Science Survey were asked to rate professions based on whether they thought the professions contributed a lot, some, not very much, or nothing at all to society. The results showed that 70% of those surveyed thought scientists contributed a lot to the well being of society. Similarly, 69% said medical doctors and 64% said engineers contributed a lot to society. In addition, when asked whether science has made life in general easier or more difficult, 83% of respondents said that it made life easier. The public’s view of science appears to be largely based on whether the outcomes of scientific research benefit humanity. 

Scientists’ Perceptions of the Field

Scientists were also surveyed in May 2009 to determine their perceptions about the field. Overall, it seems that scientists think highly of their profession and have strong academic desires to study the field. When asked what factors were most important to them when deciding to become a scientist, 86% said having an interest in solving intellectually challenging problems was most important. Answers relating to a desire to make an important discovery were slightly more differentiated, with 30% saying it was very important and 44% saying it was somewhat important. Least important was the desire for a financially rewarding career, since a combined 66% rated it as “not very” to “not at all” important. 

Based on the data collected, it seems that scientists are more strongly motivated to do research that addresses important scientific questions as opposed to philanthropic pursuits. While many scientists view altruism as a good thing, 62% of respondents feel that addressing significant scientific problems is more important than benefitting the public. 

Media’s Role in the Public’s Knowledge of Science


The May 2009 General Public Science Survey revealed several key pieces of information concerning how the public receives information about science through the media. Sixty-seven percent of participants said that they regularly watched television programs or channels about science (i.e. Nova or Discovery Channel), however 86% said that they did not regularly visit science websites or blogs. A similar finding occurred when participants were asked if they read science magazines like Scientific American or Popular Science regularly. Eighty percent of respondents said they did not read science magazines regularly. These findings indicate that although the public enjoys watching science related programming on TV, they are less likely search out additional information in print publications or online. 

Additional Information 

· The public generally enjoys keeping up with news about science. A reported 41% said they somewhat enjoy it and 35% said they enjoy it a lot. 
· A reported 85% of scientists think that a major problem for science is that the public does not know very much about science.
· Seventy-six percent of scientists think another major problem for science is that the news media does not distinguish between well-founded and ill-founded findings.
· Just over half of the surveyed scientists (56%) think that economic issues such as funding, low salaries, and the economic downturn are major hurdles for research scientists entering the field.
