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Half of Americans are concerned that the Zika virus 

will spread to their neighborhoods, survey finds 
 

This release has been corrected (see details at bottom). 

 

PHILADELPHIA – Half of Americans are concerned that the Zika virus spreading throughout 

Latin America will reach their neighborhoods, according to a survey conducted this month by the 

Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania.  

 

The Annenberg Science Knowledge (ASK) survey shows a high level of awareness but also 

confusion and misinformation about the virus, which may be linked to increases in Brazil of 

microcephaly, a rare neurological condition, and in Latin America of Guillain-Barré syndrome, 

an autoimmune disorder. 

 

The vast majority of Americans (91 percent) know that mosquitoes transmit the Zika virus to 

humans. But when asked whether genetically modified mosquitoes “have caused the spread of 

the Zika virus” or “could minimize the spread of the Zika virus,” 35 percent said they believed it 

caused the spread. Forty-three percent said they thought it could minimize the spread. But 

genetically modified mosquitoes are not responsible for the outbreak, according to SciCheck, 

part of the Annenberg Public Policy Center’s award-winning FactCheck.org. 

 

Nearly two-thirds of Americans are optimistic that scientists at the Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC) will have developed a vaccine for Zika by the end of the summer. 

 

“Understanding science matters,” said Kathleen Hall Jamieson, director of the Annenberg Public 

Policy Center (APPC). “If people want accurate information about Zika they should turn to the 

CDC, and to debunk viral nonsense they should turn to SciCheck. As rumors spread conspiracy 

theories and fear, the country is fortunate that public confidence in the CDC is high.” 

 

The survey of 1,014 respondents was conducted by phone from February 12-16. It is the first in a 

series of Annenberg Science Knowledge surveys conducted by the policy center as part of its 

studies on the Science of Science Communication. The ASK survey, directed by APPC 

Managing Director of Survey Research Ken Winneg, has a margin of error for total respondents 

of +/-3.74 percent and higher for demographic subgroups. 

 

Among the 51 percent of Americans concerned about the virus reaching their neighborhoods, 

women are more concerned (58 percent) than men (43 percent). People 50 and older are more 

concerned (58 percent) than those under age 30 (46 percent). A third of African Americans (35 

percent) and Hispanics (32 percent) say they are “very concerned” about the spread of the virus – 

twice the level of white non-Hispanics (16 percent).  

mailto:mrozansky@asc.upenn.edu
http://www.factcheck.org/2016/02/gmos-didnt-cause-zika-outbreak/
http://www.factcheck.org/
http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/
http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/zika/
http://www.factcheck.org/scicheck/


 

 

 

 

The mosquito that carries Zika reaches parts of the United States, primarily in the south and east, 

as well as Hawaii. The CDC reported no locally transmitted cases in the continental United 

States as of Feb. 17, but reported 82 cases from travelers to countries with Zika. 

 

Nearly two-thirds of people say that scientists think it possible to get the virus through sexual 

intercourse with someone who has it. (The CDC cited two likely cases of sexual transmission.) 

But 19 percent of people incorrectly think “sitting next to someone who has the Zika virus” is 

considered a likely way to catch it. 

 

Many people (38 percent) believe incorrectly that it is likely that someone who contracts the 

virus will die as a result. Asked what country has most of the Zika virus cases, 42 percent of 

respondents correctly named Brazil.  

 

For more on the survey and methodology, click here. 

 

Note: The third paragraph of this post originally stated that “a third of the respondents (35 

percent) incorrectly think that genetically modified or transgenic mosquitoes have caused the 

outbreak of Zika in Brazil.” As the data attached to the original release show, the question that 

was posed asked whether respondents believed mosquitoes “caused the spread” or “could 

minimize the spread” of Zika. 

 

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. 

APPC’s FactCheck.org is a nonpartisan “consumer advocate” for voters; SciCheck investigates 

false or misleading scientific claims made to influence public policy. 
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