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Overcoming the Effects of Selective Presentation
of Scientific Information in Partisan Media

Conservatives able to draw correct inferences about the downward trend
in Arctic sea ice despite exposure to a misleading FoxNews.com report

PHILADELPHIA — Scientists can minimize the likelihood that their message will be rejected in
a politically polarized environment by avoiding advocacy, relying on trusted sources, and
inviting the audience to understand the evidence that justifies the scientific conclusion, according
to a new study by Annenberg Public Policy Center researchers.

Because people have a tendency to defend their existing beliefs, scholars have questioned
whether scientific findings that challenge those beliefs can be communicated in a world in which
partisan media selectively feature scientific evidence.

“The study establishes that partisans can learn scientific information in a polarized environment
if they are given the chance to understand how the conclusions are arrived at and they are offered
information from a credible source,” said Kathleen Hall Jamieson, lead author of the study and
the director of the Annenberg Public Policy Center (APPC) of the University of Pennsylvania.

Published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) on Sept. 16, the
study, “Leveraging scientific credibility about Arctic sea ice trends in a polarized political
environment,” involved responses from 465 self-identified conservatives. (The study focuses on
that group out of an overall sample of 958 online participants.) Most of them were exposed to a
FoxNews.com headline and pictures featuring a one-year increase in the extent of Arctic sea ice,
but not its downward trend since satellite imaging began capturing the extent of sea ice in 1979.

The 2013 FoxNews.com article highlighted the change from 2012 to 2013 in NASA satellite
images accompanied by the headline “Arctic sea ice up 60 percent in 2013.”

The study sought to see whether it was possible to overcome the effects of exposure to this
content, whose power was enhanced by people’s natural tendency to be overly influenced by the
last point in a trend line. The study did so by providing data that invited the inference that,
despite this 2012-2013 change, the trend in Arctic sea ice was and was likely to continue to be
downward.

The study participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups. One (174 people) was
shown the satellite images and the accompanying FoxNews.com headline as well as a caption
about a “whopping 60 percent increase” in ice. The second (148 people) was exposed to that

information plus an animated graphic that charted data from NASA and Defense Department
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satellites showing the year-by-year Arctic sea ice changes from 1979-2013, with a trend line
superimposed. The second group also was shown information about NASA and an illustrative
analogy.

The goal was to inform those in the second group about the evidence of a downward trend in
Arctic sea ice extent from 1979 to 2013. (The study calls this technique LIVA: leveraging-
involving-visualizing-analogizing.) The analogy, attributed to a NASA scientist, posited that
expecting the sea ice to return to its 1979 level based on the improvement seen in 2013 is like
taking a series of exams and earning a C on the first, a D on the second, an F on the third, and D
on the fourth — and as a result of the recent D, expecting an A on the final exam.

As a control, the third group (143 people), did not get any prior information about the sea ice and
was instead shown information about baseball.

All three groups then answered a series of questions about the extent of Arctic sea ice and were
asked to forecast the future trend. Where exposure to the Fox material (group one) made it more
likely that respondents would say that Artic sea ice extent was not on a downward trend, the
additional LIVA information (group two) “significantly increased sea ice extent knowledge
levels over those in both the Fox and control conditions and also blunted the Fox effect on
forecasts that run counter to the scientific consensus,” the study said.

The study said this method of presenting the information succeeded because the message was not
framed as a “refutation of partisan media content,” which would invite counterargument and
threaten one’s group identity. “Instead,” the study said, “it is cast as an act of sharing available
knowledge and ways of knowing.”

“This 1s about coming up with tools that are empirically vetted to communicate science
effectively,” said Bruce W. Hardy, the co-author of the study and a senior researcher at APPC.

Jamieson said the methods applied in this study should be helpful to liberals as well as
conservatives and applicable to selective information about other issues, such as vaccines,
GMOs, or evolution. Testing the LIVA model in those other contexts is the policy center’s next
priority, she added.

The Annenberg Public Policy Center was established in 1994 to educate the public and policy
makers about the media’s role in advancing public understanding of political and health issues at
the local, state and federal levels.

Follow APPC on Twitter: @ APPCPenn.
Find APPC on Facebook: Facebook.com/APPC.org.



http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/
https://twitter.com/APPCPenn
https://www.facebook.com/appc.org

