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 COVID-19 as the perfect science (policy) storm?
 Three lessons from the pandemic … that we might 

still not have fully internalized
 What does that mean for productive pathways 

forward for science and society?

SCIENCE IN AN AGE OF POLARIZATION, PANDEMICS, 
AND FRAGMENTED INFORMATION ECOSYSTEMS
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 Need to inform policy in real time with
 science that was moving dangerously fast, and
 under immense public scrutiny

 Political realities of deeply disruptive interventions
 Blurring lines between expertise and advocacy

COVID-19 AS THE PERFECT STORM?

Scheufele, D. A., Krause, N. M., Freiling, I., & Brossard, D. (2020). How not to lose the COVID-19 communication war. Issues in Science and Technology, April 17. https://issues.org/covid-19-communication-war/ 
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 COVID-19 as the perfect science (policy) storm?
 Three lessons from the pandemic … that we might 

still not have fully internalized
 Science’s temptation to 

cure public “pathologies” 
 What does that mean for productive pathways 

forward for science and society?

SCIENCE IN AN AGE OF POLARIZATION, PANDEMICS, 
AND FRAGMENTED INFORMATION ECOSYSTEMS
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 knowledge deficits
 trust deficits
 narrative deficits
 misinformation deficits

 Two (of many more) reasons 
why things are not as clear cut …

DEBUNKED “DEFICIT THINKING” IN SCIENCE

Scheufele, D. A. (2022). Thirty years of science–society interfaces: What’s next? Public Understanding of Science, 31(3), 297-304. https://doi.org/10.1177/09636625221075947 
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(Source: Vanishingvoter.org)

Do you happen to know whether Bush favors or opposes requiring people to register all guns they own?

FIRST, WIDESPREAD PUBLIC IGNORANCE ABOUT 
POLITICS OR SCIENCE IS NOT A NEW PROBLEM

Patterson, T. E. (2002). The vanishing voter: Public involvement in an age of uncertainty. Alfred A. Knopf Publishers. 
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SECOND, WE FALSELY BLAME AN ASSUMED 
INABILITY TO SPOT MISINFORMATION

https://www.axios.com/axios-ipsos-coronavirus-week-8-5a1947d5-9850-4e58-9583-9b617e6fdc1b.html
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WHY WE ALL LOOK AT THE WORLD DIFFERENTLY
Scheufele, D. A. (2014). Science communication as political communication. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 111(Supplement 4), 13585-13592. doi:10.1073/pnas.1317516111

 Motivated reasoning
 (Dis)confirmation biases
 Biased assimilation
 Identity protection

 The same piece of (scientific) 
information means different things to 
all of us …



Sli
de

 11
  | 

  @
sc

he
uf

ele
  |

  ©
 20

23

THIRD, CORRECTING MISINFORMATION IS TRICKY

 Limited evidence that misinformation directly 
impacts relevant behavioral outcomes, i.e., 
physical distancing, vaccine hesitancy, etc.
 Corrective interventions can
 give misinfo more digital oxygen
 do collateral damage
 raise ethical concerns for science and policy

 Most importantly, we’re ”treating” symptoms 
and are ignoring much larger systemic 
pathologies …

Freiling, I., Krause, N. M., & Scheufele, D. A. (2023). The science and ethics of “curing” misinformation. 
AMA Journal of Ethics, 25(3), E228-237. doi:10.1001/amajethics.2023.228
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 COVID-19 as the perfect science (policy) storm?
 Three lessons from the pandemic … that we might 

still not have fully internalized
 Tectonic shifts in our information ecologies

 What does that mean for productive pathways 
forward for science and society?

SCIENCE IN AN AGE OF POLARIZATION, PANDEMICS, 
AND FRAGMENTED INFORMATION ECOSYSTEMS
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ALGORITHMIC INFORMATION ENVIRONMENTS
ARE DESIGNED TO EXPLOIT OUR VULNERABILITIES

 Social media platforms maximize 
user engagement, not truth …
 Exploit limits of human cognition 
 Predictively model behavior
 Narrowcast news toward human 

preferences and echo chambers …

Brossard, D., & Scheufele, D. A. (2022). The chronic growing pains of communicating science online. Science, 375(6581), 613-614. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abo0668 
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ALGORITHMIC INFORMATION ENVIRONMENTS ARE 
DESIGNED TO EXPLOIT OUR BIASES

 Social media platforms maximize 
user engagement, not truth …
 Exploit limits of human cognition 
 Predictively model behavior
 Narrowcast news toward human 

preferences and echo chambers
 Automate content creation tailored 

toward individual users

Brossard, D. and D. A. Scheufele (2022). "The chronic growing pains of communicating science online." Science 375(6581): 613-614.
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Brossard, D., & Scheufele, D. A. (2022). The chronic growing pains of communicating science online. Science, 375(6581), 613-614. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abo0668 

THE BRAVE NEW WORLD OF 
ALGORITHMIC INFORMATION ECOLOGIES

 “Facebook data constitutes the largest field study in the 
history of the world.” (Adam Kramer, Facebook data scientist)
 Proprietary (i.e., largely inaccessible) data and algorithms

limit our understanding of how we can
 communicate settled science on 

platforms optimized for disagreement
 meaningfully inform policy debates across different 

partisan groups 
 find social consensus across reasonable 

value-based differences
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 COVID-19 as the perfect science (policy) storm?
 Three lessons from the pandemic … that we might 

still not have fully internalized
 Can social science help us avoid 

communication “landmines?”
 What does that mean for productive pathways 

forward for science and society?

SCIENCE'S TROUBLE WITH TRUTH IN AN AGE OF POLARIZATION, 
PANDEMICS, AND FRAGMENTED INFORMATION ECOSYSTEMS
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THE POWER OF LANGUAGE

Gromet, D. M., Kunreuther, H., & Larrick, R. P. (2013). Political ideology affects energy-efficiency attitudes and choices. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 110(23), 9314-9319. Retrieved from https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/110/23/9314.full.pdf. doi:10.1073/pnas.1218453110
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WHAT SOCIAL SCIENCE TOLD US 40+ YEARS AGO …

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1981). The framing of decisions and the psychology of choice. Science, 211(4481), 453-458.
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… UNFORCED ERRORS DURING COVID

Dorison, C. A., Lerner, J. S., Heller, B. H., Rothman, A. J., . . . Pinto, I. (2022). In COVID-19 health messaging, loss framing increases anxiety with little-to-no concomitant 
benefits: Experimental evidence from 84 countries. Affective Science, 3(3), 577-602. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42761-022-00128-3 
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PANDEMICS, AND FRAGMENTED INFORMATION ECOSYSTEMS



Sli
de

 24
  | 

  @
sc

he
uf

ele
  |

  ©
 20

23

FIRST, “JUST FOLLOW THE SCIENCE” 
AS A PRODUCTIVE MANTRA?
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SECOND, HOW DO WE MEANINGFULLY 
CONNECT WITH ALL AMERICANS …
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… AND SEPARATE SCIENCE FROM POLARIZED POLITICS?
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"Protecting free speech is an important 

goal, but it is sometimes necessary 
to...restrict statements that contradict 

scientific facts"
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lower people's trust in the scientific 
community"

liberal moderate conservative

Nationally-representative survey data, April 2023; preliminary analyses
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So how can we optimize policy choices with 
the best available scientific evidence?
 Language that speaks to shared values rather than 

(what might unfairly be considered) tribal identities 
 Making value propositions that address salient public 

concerns, scientific or not 
 Presenting evidence as “best available evidence right 

now” … acknowledging that it will (and should) 
change

FINALLY, SCIENCE INFORMS BUT 
DOES NOT DETERMINE POLICY
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THANK YOU

@scheufele  
/scheufele
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