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Science and Social Media 



This Talk: An Overview 

 What are social media? 
 

 Why should research focus on understand their role? 
 
 Where should we go from there? 

 



Brossard, D. (2012): A Brave new world: Challenges and opportunities for communicating about biotechnology in new 
information environments. In: Weitze, Marc- Denis, Puehler, Alfred et al. (Eds.): Biotechnologie-Kommunikation: 
Kontroversen, Analysen, Aktivitäten, Heidelberg: Springer. 

“A group of Internet based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and 
that allow the creation and exchange of user generated 
content [with various degrees of social presence/media 
richness and amount of self disclosure]” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 
61). 
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First, What Are Social Media? 
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1. (Online) Americans are using  
these platforms 

And they are using them for science related 
purposes 



*42 and younger significantly more often than other age groups  (p<0.05) 
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…and this include a growing number of scientists who 
use social media to directly communicate with lay publics  

Brossard et. al (2016, February). Scientists and Synthetic Biology: New Science, 
New Media, (New) Public Engagement. Data presented at AAAS 2016 Convention 



⁺42 and younger 
significantly more than 
55+ age group  

9.2 
18.4 

72.4 

Scientists should discuss potentially controversial topics, such as 
synthetic biology, on social media.⁺ 

Disagree Neither disagree nor agree Agree

% of respondents  
(N=779) 

Brossard et. al (2016). Scientists and Synthetic Biology: New Science, New Media, 
(New) Public Engagement. Data presented at AAAS 2016 

A majority of synthetic biologists view social media as 
important public engagement platforms 



2. We know that audiences are developing (new) science media diets 
-2) 
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Data based on:  Anderson, A. A., Brossard, D., & Scheufele, D. A. (2010). The changing information environment 
for nanotechnology: Online audiences and content. Journal of Nanoparticle Research, 12(4), 1083-1094.  

… and that social media are important sources of news-2) 



3. We know individuals’ top channels  
for science & technology related information 

(Data based on:  Associated press/NORC/API Media Insight Project Poll, Jan. 2015) 
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“Where do you most often get your 
information on … science and 
technology? Please select all that 
apply.” 



 For nanotechnology, discrepancy between  
 Searches: 
 what people look for (tracked by 

Nielsen online) 
 Results: 
 what search terms are suggested to 

them (Google suggest data) 
 what they find (content analysis of 

top ranked search results in Google) 

What do lay audiences are likely to encounter online? 
4. We can get insights from “big data” approaches  

Ladwig, P., Anderson, A. A., Brossard, D., Scheufele, D. A., & Shaw, B. 
(2010). Narrowing the nano discourse? Materials Today, 13(5), 52-54. doi: 
10.1016/s1369-7021(10)70084-5 



What this means for science-informed audiences 

 Potential of “self-reinforcing informational spirals” 

 Are opinions formed based on how Google presents 
results rather than on what individuals are searching? 

Google 
Suggestions 

Searches Traffic 

Page 
ranks 

Li et al. 2011; Brossard & Scheufele 2013 



Novel “big data” content analysis tool based on 
intelligent algorithms provide insightful data 

  “Supervised machine learning methods” 
 Commercial tools (e.g., Crimson Hexagon ForSight) 
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Eichmeier, A., Wirz, C., Brossard, D., 
Scheufele, D., Xenos, M. & 
Stenhouse, N. (2016, February). Has 
Pope Francis changed the framing of 
climate change discourse 
online? Poster presented at the 
2016 American Association for the 
Advancement of Science Annual 
Meeting, Washington, DC. 
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And empirical research highlights the effect of the contextual 
information users encounter online 



Spartz, J.T., Su, Leona Y.F., Dunwoody, S., Griffin, R., Brossard, D. (2015). Social Norms, new media, and climate 
change. Environmental Communication: A Journal of Nature and Culture, Vol. 9. 
DOI:10.1080/17524032.2015.1047887 

 
 

Number of YouTube 
views provide cues 
about the normative 
importance of the 
issue of climate 

change 



Socio-Political  
and Cultural Context 

Information Climate 

Individual Level  
Characteristics 

The (social media) information climate is only one 
piece of the puzzle when seeking to understand public 

attitudes toward controversial science 
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Emotions 

Online conversations (such as blog comments)  
are not neutral and provide cognitive shortcuts to  

“low information” audiences 



… and this contextualization influences  
how we think about (science) information 

Anderson, A. A., Brossard, D., Scheufele, D. A., Xenos, M. A., & Ladwig, P. (2013). The "nasty effect:" Online 
incivility and risk perceptions of emerging technologies. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication. doi: 
10.1111/jcc4.12009. 

The nasty effect of  
uncivil online comments 



etc. 

The nasty effects of uncivil comments on perceptions 
of news and science 



Kim, J. (2015, August). Exploring the influence of normative social cues in online 
communication: From the news consumers’ perspective. Presented at the annual conference of 

the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, San Francisco, CA. 

• high numbers of likes and 
shares on Facebook (i.e., 
normative social cues) have 
significant direct and 
interactive effects on 
– news evaluation  
– respondents’ news 

consumption intention 
– Etc… 
  

Contextual cues are frequent  
on social media 



Concluding Thoughts 

• Audiences are online and using social media, which 
play an important role in shaping public attitudes 
– Empirical research can identify the sentiment of online 

discourses related to controversial science 
– Empirical research has beginning to entangle the effects 

of “contextual factors” on public attitudes toward science 
• More and more scientists are embracing direct 

communication with lay publics but we don’t know 
the effects of such efforts 

• “Viral” processes are beginning to be understood 
 

 



• Question to ponder:  
 What’s “effectiveness?” when we think of  
 social media and science communication 





 
 
 

Thank you 
 dbrossard@wisc.edu 

     @brossardd 
scimep.wisc.edu 
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Little Support For the Science Literacy/Deficit Model: 
Information Matters In Different Ways for Different Groups 

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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