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- . Public Information Personnel and Scientists C .
A successful public information officer ‘is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, - L
- friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and

A R S

. [ . ’ . . ’
reverent-—everything, in short, that a good Boy Scout should be. And more.

v

"Mediator" is‘frequently.added to the list. Mediation may be the

. 13

‘14‘

,"most difficult task of all for a public 1nformat10n officer_whose "clients"

. 3

are scientists, for he or éhe must mediate between groups (Journallsts and

- - . N

sc1entlsts)qthat not, only “have, .different goals and qoncerns But that also ’ C
& 3 ’ 5/ [ N B

tend to speak 1n°dlfferent 1anggages.. ' et o ‘
" ,_‘to’ - . e ': “"xf‘ e L . ®
s On one s1de of the publlq 1anrmat10n ofcher 1s the sc1ent1s¢ who s . .

sve N L s, n..\
. . ” ‘ . c8

1ntent upon’ uncovetnﬂg-neﬁ'knowiedge and who typlcally cGuches’ flndlngs 1n ’

[ I B - . . " ‘ Y ' »

’ a language that speaks only to other scientists 1nqthe same speclalty~area.

On the other side is the Journallst,.who must try to move knowledge ! . .

¢ e~

bl

intoe the publlc domaln and who must translate screntlflc 1anguage into

¢ o~ B
k¢ - - » -

\\rdlnary Ehgllsh - ) ' i ) co. o =
. v

Wiliingly_or not, many public information officers find themselves in - °
. - < . v N o "
the role of mediator because many in the information triangle presume that .

,is the public information officer's pro er fdnction.
prop

3 4

- Science Journallsts certaunly make s that assumptlon. Cristine Russell,

. s [

'national scienc reportér for The Washlngton Post, said that “publlc
3

-

»

«* . . . e o
information people serve as 1ntermed1ar1es between scientists and the «

.1 > -
press.

Even poblio'information personnel make that assumption. As ‘one noted .

-

? .
°

in a recent article: "“Some researchets are doing exciting things, but
t L]

. - ) ‘
: . . . ¥ .
s don't know how to communicate them through the mass media. Others fear

(RS
- .

media attentlon. You [publlc 1nformat10n personnelJ must help them over-
/' -

2 .
come ‘these obstacles.” " - ‘ . o

> ¢
H .
o - 3 . . - &




. C VMediation is one of the roles that has been both conceptually and h .

.
¢ ¢

empirically identified by researchers interested in the behaviors of public
. . Q - -

relations practitioners. One of the five roles delineated by Broom and '

w

S m e
-

.

Smith in their classification of public relations practitioner behavior

was the

~ 1}

. N e

"communication process facilitator." Public relations ﬁractitioner§'
. ~ . . . - . ’ U > "
in this role, the authors said -operate as "go-betweens" or information-
- -’:; . e . o , . ‘: [
. P mediators. . < - -yt ~e

DOZler, using factor ana1ys1s to empirically identifvarponnand Smith s

five roles, found

cs -

something he Called the

Journalist in—r651dence,‘

~

°

‘maintaining media

'public information personnel

role in which the r

-
'

between media and

‘. ¢
.

role?

of those who have are equivocal. S

.

D3

~

individuals Wwithin the organization.4—~\

‘public relations practitioner gaw his or her, task as

by

"l
a*y

- ¢

\

-

N

Few researchers hdve examined «.in detail the'relationship between

But do public information officers indeed play an effective mediating,

,, journalists and scientists, and the findings

Ticheno?®, Olien, Harrison and Donohue--who studied the accuracy of °

v

Y

o . r'd
4 . - . 3 B .
mass media science stories--found that52% of a'sample of scientists said

!9

their organizations had spec1f1c policies concerning reporting resefirch

\

]

to the puhlic and that either. a public information officer-or a higher L

.

administrator (or.both) handled all such re

The authorsgalso found that scientists who perceived the existence

k]

such strict organizational polic1es were mo

N

ports.

.

reA}rkeL

e

@
5

v

°

N

”~ .

4

¢

contacts, placing press releases and servingvas a liaison

to report that resulting

journalistic stories were accurate than were sci&ntists who did npt perc€ive '

o

their institutions to have such policies.
k - .

'

In this study, then, at ‘least

half of the respondents perceived some mediation taking place, and it, seemed

4
N

to have a positive effect:

-

the perception of fore-accurate stories.
-

- -

i 3 .
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. . N
“l- But two studies reported less positive findings.

In one, Bassett, Davison and Hopson found that although a group of - -

. . a . . ~ . . N . . .
sociologists from six universities said that researchers have an obligation
. . ' ;

- - v \ A <

A [

- té keep the public informed, they didn't view the public inform¥tion

.t + w . " GFfices at tfieir universities. as being integral to the process. "Universify

- . , . .
3

i . )
s news bureaus were not very, salient for the sociologists we interviewed. . . j" .

’ - . N * . o

they said.- "Instead, images of the communication chain usually involved

.direct relations between sociologists and the mass media, or repqesentati?es
- <t . o v . ‘

.. e v " .

uhe:eof."6 Furthermore, they said:

-

. When respondents were asked specifically to describe -their™ ™~

[y

relations to theirnewsbureajy, the model response was mildlx.

positive; a very few were rather strongly positive or somewhat .

- negative. The sociologists nearly always liked the information
> .

personhel as individuals, when they were acquainted with fhem ?t ’A\
‘ all, but were {5§s’shre whether they }iked what‘the local Sewsé . f. -
. bureau was doing. . : .
e In a 3tudy of\;cientists empioyed,by‘twolzhio universities, 5unwoody R
. and Sc;tt found that for 617 of Fhe\sample, public information or news

N [N

bureau personmel had initiated stories about the scientists' work. And-the

average percentdge of stories per scientist initiated in this manner was 55%.

» .t N
.

) \_The.aﬁthdrs specuiatgd that if public information persons didoindeed » )
‘. ; serve as "buffers' betweenm scientists and journalists, ;hey:might progect . .

~=': " . “scientists fiaﬁ'the "unknowns' of "dealing with the wedia. ‘If thig weré the . !
e " . ‘ NN . Coe s |

T ca*.:f,"’e.J they hypothesized, then theﬂqoge a séigatist~woerd with the public , ’f
N i;fbnﬁafion okfice, the more positively.he or she‘shouid feel gbougihass;: A.»ﬁ? " j
mgdia qéve;age éf’science. Ho&ever, they found ho re}at;ohsgig whagsdﬁverl " f' . j
\.1(/'1.- \ e - " . < . - s y ) i



) . : \ - - .o ' -
between reliance qh\bublic information personnel and attitq&es toward media

. . N

. .. 8 .
' .+ sciere -coverage., ) , .

,

- : In an attempt to-help flesh out this.rather meager data base pertgining . .

.

to relationships between scientists and public information persons,. this

' study examinés the f0110w1ng research qdestlons. ‘ y N K

.

L]

-

} (1) Do scientists think it is as 1mportant for- the public to know of '
|

) M

Ve . .' *. e ‘, - M . . . .
scientific research results as it is for other scientists to know of 1
: ' N s l - . v > -
research results? . - 3 S
1 - - . ,

(E) Do scientists think it is important;for researchers to have the
: .

- [}
°© - . -

| sktlls to communicate effegctively with nonscientists, and to what extent .

. . . N

»s

S do they think scientiéts should be free to,cgmmunicate with nonscientists? .

13 .
. b A €

(}) Do sc1entlsts percelve “the medlatlon services offered by publlc

- By s e A e s B - - =

information pegsonnel as hindexring; or helplng them in deal¥hg with

- v ’ 4 N 4 .
journalists? ' ’ ’ CIE . .
oL : N T
! 4 '. e 3 . N »
. (45% How much ‘intkraction is there between public information per-
- r. l.b } .
-, sonnel and scientists? ' " .
. ) ] - .
A (5). \Do scientistse¢feel free to initiate stories with media about their
.- . . . & ':a' . ‘ ) . * ' ’
research, and do they do so? . ] . . . h
. ) e ‘ 2 ¥ . . - |
. i . » ' . s . Method N . -3 R '
- . - ) < A . '.'f-& . Q'\\
. . Samples of social and behavioral scientists and physical and biological
scientists were randomly drawn from the Americdn Men and Womerl of Science
. \ . . a— — - - :
: 9 ; " ¢ ) o ) ¢ . ”
reference books.” The samples were drawn from these.volumes because # |
N R * . . i
. a .. - - p
| . scientists listed have reached a certain prominence and are likely to have ‘.
| ) . ’ 7 . - N . L ) |
| . ) * AR . Vae T e # . ) . . ’ |
| o had at least some contact with public information officers and'with_ . i
\ . 9 o . > ° » . . ° |
| |
| —— «. .- 10 . | : . . |
. jourpalists. M . : : RN
. : LI . B . i . . ]
e v C ‘ . |
\ ',,\‘ '3 . ¢ , -
) ' ! ; . ¢ e > / -~ < ¢ |
\ . " ’ . v, - .
’ B ) o ’ s ) ! 1 ) g * Y . i
oo : A ' ' e ' .
\ . ' . .
’ \.1 . N .'.a-s.-' ' ’ N 6 . . " . . ®
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Twenty §OC1a1 behav1ora1 screntlsts and 20 physical- b1010g1ca1 . N .
. . ’ ~. . A} - . » .
sc1ent1sts were'selected for the pllot test. Thlrty of the 40 sc1entists ’

. . v e N
. . 4 T s : -

responded, for a teturn-raté of 75%. None -identified problems with the =< .
~ ] -
- questlonnalre, and no problems w1th the sampling procedure were encountered. .

Pilot test results were combined during data analysis with results from .

<
L~ -

- the 1arger survey. - . T ) . o L : . ,' : -
r ool . R . T
N : A total of 456 names was drawn dur1ng both the pilot study and the

L

larger survey 227 were social-behavioral scientists and 229 were phyS1ca1—

\ - .

biological sc1ent1sts. A dotal of 287 responded for ‘a‘return rate of

' : 11 : S .
. 63700 i / . § . . d‘-éi
-~ o~ . 3 .“ K . ’o ‘ v ¢ % Y

Seven-page, two-part questionnaires wére mailed with cover letters and

. ¢
. . . N .
4 ~ 3 ‘

. return envelopes to the scfﬁﬁtists; one follow-up--which included the .

. N

. . . : .
questionnaire, ¢over letter #hd réturn envelope--was mailed. .
. N N ) R -~
Scientists responded_in Part 1 of the questionnaire to 34 attitude e
¢ . - . !
’ statements, each of which summarized a potenptial barrier to the communica-

\ A * . . , [ ~

tion of science news to the public. A modified bikert scale followed ’

éach item. Respondents were¢asked to 1nd1cate yhether they.'strongly :
dlsagreed " "dlsagreed " "agxged" or "strongly agreed" with the ditems, or

were "undecided," "neutral” or had "no opihion" about the sfatements. V" .
- )

The eight'items relevant to this study are reported in Table'l.l2 T

.
s \

4 . In Part 2, respondents supplied information about.the extent- to which -
, . L ’ 3. ' - \
they work with and through public°information'officers.and about their . "
v "o v -’:" . ' ' - ‘. ‘ b
academic and professional backgrounds. i .
S . . . - .
) o ’ Results . . R . R
One item on the questionnaire tested-the first research;question-—Do ) ~.
»’ . » '.‘". . i . .‘ R ‘e
scientists think it is as important for the public to kmow of scientific

. - . L . <, s ¢

,_._l:l{l‘ic_,. s ‘-(ﬂi,;,r,‘,'__,” z o ,,' -— ' — 7 . ,,A,,,,,,ﬁ__,_._;:. " o .

LS
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.research results as it is for other scientists to know of researchf results?

" The ifem (number 1 in Table 1) is: "Scientists are just as responsible,
~ . - R " . ) . IS "
for.making their research findings .available to the public as they are'for

-
. -
i

s

“making their results available to their colleagues."

< -

Results are somewhat amb%gé%zf in that 52% of the scientists agreed with'

the statement, while 48% disagreed. This means the difference betyééﬁ the

two percentdges is, small enéugh to be accounted for by sampling error. In
v t S - ~ -

effect, given the nature of "the results, one must conclude that respondents

- neither. agreed nor. disagreed with the statement. , »

s o, . ’

The second res§argh question is: Do scientists thimk it is important

‘for researchers to have the skills to communicate effectively with® non-

‘sciéntists, and to what extent do they think scientists should be free to ~

bl
~

communicate with nomscientists?- ' ) .

"The item used to test the first part oifthe questi&h is: "It is

- s

important for scientists to learn how to discuss their research in terms
that are clear to nonscientists" (Item 2, Tablg 1). The item used to test

4 0
¢

. . o : .
the second parf of the question is: "Scientists should be free to, decide

<

how and when to deal with the popular 'media without interference or pressure

-
-

2§om the institutions for which they work" (Item 3, Table 1). 4

" Scientists obviousiy think it is important for researchers to learn

.
’

hqw‘;o_coﬁhunicaté with nonscientists, as 97% agreed Wwith Item 2, and onlyﬁ
1 ] \ N L4 - A Al .

37 d{sagreed. Scientists also agreed strongly that researchers ‘should be

.

free to deal yiih the popular media; 717 agreed with Item 3, while 297

.
S . )

disagreed.

®

Researchsquestion three is: Do scientists perceive the mediation
, . .

w
. -

services offered by public information personnel as hindering or helping them

o N




[

. \‘1 ‘
/ERIC
P e
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1

A

in dealing with journalists? Responses to Itémq‘A, 5, 6, 7 and 8 'in Table, 1 ‘//////

provide some answers.

.
.

Séientists in this sample provided a qualified vote of conjideﬁce for |

- <

public information staffs. ‘Although 66% of the respondents agreed that

"public information personnel sometimes hinder scientists who waht to be

v

completely gpen about their research efforts" (Item 4), 727% {;ﬁicated they

think that "public information staffs generally make it easier for scien—

-
<

tistsito deal with journalists" (Item 6). The two items may not be precisely

L .

contradictory, ,since they could .be interpreted as indicating that public

. * / .
information staffs generally are helpful, although under certain circum-

’

stances they are a hindrance. . o

‘v The positive evalﬁafiﬁﬁ‘bf“puinC*informatioﬁ“pergbnnet“ismaffirmed*fn“““““<““5
N ° 4 . t ‘
Item 7, with only 15% of the sample agreeing that "it would ‘be a good idea

for public and private -instifutions to dismantle their public information

.
.

staffs and to allow gcientists to deal directly with journalists."
Recognition of specific‘ﬂﬁnctions performed by public ififormation
. f

N .
personnel ‘can be found in two items .\ s
v * - )

Three~fourths of the sample agreed that "public information sga?fé
sometimes shield- scientists from journalists when the scientist’s do not

want to talk to media Eepresenéatives" (Item 5). Although such a function

would be viewed as a negative one by journalists, scientists may very well

-

think such protection is an important mediating function of public informa-

tion offices. » . . ,
-

And 93% of the s3mple agreed that "most scientific-training does not

—_ , . -

adequately teach those who.go~through it to communicate with media represen-

. ) . S P . . . -
tatives" (Item 8). This may 1nd1c35; that scientists recognize the need for
- M - N

- ’

\




N LI - P . a . .~ - \
. - ‘ -+ 8 ‘ . *
1 ad -
- . - ' . . . ) . ’l
‘. a "sk111ed" buffer between them and the.media, or that ex1st1ng ‘buffers .,

.
L4 L LY . .

(public 1nformat10n personnel) are.unsatisfactory and that they themselves .-
. ./ .
must 1earn to communicate more effect1ve1y with -joyrnalists. N ‘ ' )

.
~

Data relatlng to the feurth research questlon*-How much interaction 1s,

there between publlc 1nformat10n personnel and . sC1ent1sts?--are repprted

. ianahle 2. Results indicate that scientists do interact to some, extent Zi

- he €

= . . -

' ) with 'public "information personnei, but that most,stories publiShed 4n the

.
\ N 2 ' . i

S A . .
media are not a result of such interactions.

. . ]
] . ~

- : : Responses to two items indicate that\scientists‘have the opportunity,
- . - < -, . . <
Lo, ', . p . :
. and in f9ot do attempt, to communicate-with the.popular media through public
' information .offices. Y - . —_— . R .

. . . -
. . -

t R EER
R R A L] e ® e J—

Responses Show that 92Z of the sc1ent1sts surveyed work at 1nstrtut10ns

2 haV1ng publrc 1nformat10n ‘offtces'(Item 1), and that 60% of the- scientists ‘: ‘
————————-“———surveyed—somettmes—have—researeh—resuits—d4ssem;nated_through_publlcwlnforr .
L mation offices {Item 2). e (' ) . e <
- [ ) v . -

On the other hand, the_data sufgest that sé¢ientists do not often

¢ e .

initiate contact with public information officers (Item 3). Only 377 of the

. . 2
~ -

respondents said they suggest story ideas. to a public 1nformat10n offlcer,

4 ' while 637 said they do not suggest ideas, as showr’ in Table 2.

< . -
And responses to Item 4 indicate that few respondents view the public

’

~ i N “

dissemination office as the preferred locus of contact with the media.

. Eleven percent said they prefer to.ask the public information staff to

. disseminate the news, whiie'81z prefer to deal with journalists ip direcg

.

personal interviews and 9% pr€fer to issue news releases.-’ )
Respondents were Zsked to.recall the genesis of any actual contacts v .

they had with journalists in the previous year. As Items 5; 6 and 7 indicate,

.
. l

' AR I Q- L £ o
-~ S . 3 T ’ : :
| —— \‘1 . - . . R
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v

. . 4 . N = . .v ", . . ' soa <
the scientists perceived the public information office .to have played a
\ . - .

relatively minor role in initiating the contacts, while they perceived the

. .
. -, . "4 -

A Journalists themselves to have figured heav1ly as 1ni§1ators. .
- While 72% of the sample'indicated that none of theix contacts. with

Journalists had been 1n1t1ated via public information personnel (Iteﬁ‘S),

‘} {, 87% noted that from 25% to lOOZ of the1r Joqrnalistic gontacts were .

S
1n1t1ated by the 1ournalists themselves (Item 7. And 63Z‘of the respon-
. ¢ . g \
.dents indicated that journalists initiated 917 or more of the,encounters‘
) . ) .

they had during the past year. Scaentists played the most minor nole as

.
~ . 1. e

1n‘t1aters, only lZZ of the respondents said they had 1n1t1ated any .t

! journalistic encounters at all (Item 6). ) . : - ‘

Research questTon five 1s.’ Do scientists|feel free tosinitiate stories

[P LA
. . - *
< L .
. v ¢

" .with the media about their research,  and do they do so?

< . .Item 9 in Table 2 imdicates that respopdents indeed feel frée to

- \ . . ’ -
initiate storiés about their research.. But Item 8 indicates that only 16%
* “

have edS; done so. And, as noted earlier, only 12% of the sample acknow-
* R < :Q‘ ~i . " .

ledged thadt they had iniéiated journalistic contacts within the past year

-

'(Item 6). R ' . * v

- .t ’ '

. Conclusigns
. . . : ' . -~ b ’ * .

.

“. Some resWlts of this survey of prominent scientists must be construed
hd . S - ’ [N A ‘ -
as’ good news for public informati®n personnel at institutions where the

:‘ ’ % . . toe A
main' business is scientific discovery, while some results must be viewed

.
.

Y
-as bad news. . . o

.

‘ 3 ‘e * ' -

. The good news is.that large numbers of scientists work at institutions

s - - -

-

having public information offices,. -and they apparently have positive feelings
- *‘ ' Al

/ . ; &, . 11 - -

—



R

- . ~ -

toward public information personnel. Almost all think it would be bad for
+°
- :‘ [ XY -‘ . R

N 1qst1tut10ns to scrap their pub11c 1nformat10n off1ces, and most . agree that-

3 .
. . e - . ' - \ o

publie,information persons typically make’ it easier for scientists to deal -

T

5 . v

T with journalists. : : /S — - ’ !

'
. . . .

Furthermore, a large numher of's0cia1-behaviora1 and nhysicallbioldgical.

sc1entlsts think it is 1mportant for researchers td éommunlcate thgfr f1ndﬁpgs -

to'nonséientists. Indeed, rougply hdlf of the sclentlsts surveyed Ehlnk 1t
I

. . . N

li as 1mportant for scientists to- make research resylts™ ava11ab1e to the
. 4 14
publlc as 1t is'to make them available to the1r fellow SC1ent1sts (Item 1,
.Y -t & ; .
R Tab],el).‘ r : S AN

v N . . . o .

, -7 .Ip-addition, neatly, all*beileve it 1s 1mportant for sc1entlsts to
. . * , AY o
T s~ learn how to communlcate‘effectlvely with nonSC1entlsts (Item 2, T%ble 2) and &

- nearli three-fourths tthk sc1ent1$ts shdyid be frea to decide how and when .
{o -deal’ With tbe medla w1thout 1nterference (Item 3, Table, 1). . '_°
QJ .

° o These,pos1t1ve att\tudes cannotshelp Dbut make a public informasion.

- ~ : ’ ' . "'o - \ o ( . . 3 ' °
. . . . . . . - . . .
M. officer's JOb ‘far eas1er.\ - .. oL

4 '-.\ - ) - . - \

- L 4
¢ o . . ” .7 ® .
. y . 3 IRy ‘4. - . . . 4
The bad news 'is that’'sgientists don't ‘seem_to use public information \\,-,.*
. . \\/ I o <
. LI el ’ N - ™ - Lt .
N . T - Y e K . . . . - ' . :
personnel much, an%,they pegceive public information persons to be hindrances
' . ” ! A ’ ~ -z ¢ - s R N .
Y N . L' PN ‘ : . .
o~ . 1n some situations. - T N Joof . .. (R
- L . ® ’ . B
Few SC1ent1sts actually initiate stories wlth publlc\lnformatlon officets

~ A
¥ I

(item 3, Table 2), when a public 1nformat10n office 1s~avg}1ab1e and they need

» - e ¥ o

only call staff'wrgtErs, most do- not do so. Also, 842 of the respondents

.
’ ’

¢ rarely 1n1t1ate stories with the media (Item 8 Table 2), a1though 852 ., .
. Py . ] [N N . . r

apparently feel free to do so if they so choose (Item 9, Table 2). T ™.

~ . ~

In‘addition, scientist in the sample seem to prefer d1rect pefsonal . v .'\_

contact with. journalists to news conferéness, news releases and other contfacts

ERIC S S
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.




through a public information staff (Item.4, Table 2). Scientists seem to

. °
. . .
. . -

s .think that few of their contao‘% with journalists are.initiated by public

ipformation personnel (Item 5, Table 2).. , _ i :
3 . ,‘_/ . 1 &

. ° These somewhat contradictory findings are cogsistent with those of
. ’ % -
‘ TS S . .
. Bassett, et al: Scientists apparently want public information persons = X

T : —_—

L

. around, but they 'doén't seem to view them as Integral to the dissemination

e .1 .
45 wprocess. o .. S

: - . * 5 ¥
. e

. . - E

pt

;

" Furthermore, these results, along with those of Bassett, et al, appear

’
-
+ . .
. D ‘

:Tf .+ to contradict the assertion of spﬁe public information persons that they - .

- - . control what the news media print'about their institutiqnsngthﬁt journalists I

B rarely have a story in m1nd but 1nstead rely on public 1nformat10n personnel ’ L

Vv
,-{f L .
1

to generate‘an idea and/or supply a source. This finding implies a much . o

more active xole for the journalist t A some have assumed.’ ‘ - . PR i~

Y
. * N
L. .

Howe@er, one might well questlon the accuracy of sc1entlsts“ perceptlons S

f »

* .

of the, public information officer's role. Ironically, $ome sc1entlsts may~¢n=\«
W . 1

~
' not v1ew public 1nformat10n persons as.lntegral to the process because‘t G

-

g ’

» wvlle a publlé ln?BEQatlon-offlcer must medlate between the sc1ent1§ﬁ

A
- 4

> . ~and the«journalist, that does;not mean the public 1nformat10n offlcerésheniﬁ LT
. - ) .l “ . . ':5‘?,’,’\ .-.:"i. ," k

i attemptﬁtd control .what a scientist says. The pub11c LnformatLon ofcher T
. % R

™

- « *;..s "
)"' .

N .

A pub11c 1nformat10n off1cergtr1es to d1rect .an 1nqu r} g gqurnallst tos

g wol .

< . . + S &
t ay never

Py
Y v -

. 4 , -
, A Y
know about the role of the public informatidn‘ officer in.fa¢i

. .
' .

‘communication. . N TN T

. ,
Y

Q . 5 % | . | ; o : . . . T
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.ow

©
. "-15;5
‘m,,{ R 53 <
' ~

' ‘ that pub11c lnformgtlon staffs -occasionally sh1e1d researchers from

< ( . w

i
. L g
‘et

J A SC1entlst may -be even less aware of a pub11c information offlcer s
.« ., . . 4

role when the latter has m ely suggested a story idea and a specific

scientist-source to a jou nalist /who _had no real story idea in mind at the -

time he or she contacted nformation officer.

¥ - . .
¢ A patential problem for public i ::;SitiOﬁ—personnel is evident in
results showiné that scientists feel rather strongiy that researchers

. w -
should be free to communicate with the. public as they see fit, and not as
¥ . B -

<
“ <

"*the iqititutions for which they work--or thevinstitution's gublic information

officers-~see fit*(Item 3, Table 1). , o ; . .
% ' “. . . . . . ) .
Problems may arise when public informat%sn personnel—-who are,rafter ali,

representatives of the institutions for Whﬁfh they wo}K and not representa-

2

tlyes of the individual scientists they s&¢ve--must work with persons who are

//;tremely 1ndependent4and who feel strongly that they should be able to deal

1A

with media representatives w1thout interference.
& ‘ ’

Institutional goals and individual scientists' goals typically coincide.

However, instiiitional goals and individual goals, can conflict (e.g., when
. i a ’ '
a scienfist wants to release research results right away and the institution

. ~

wants to delay news dissemination for a time). A public information officer

> N ~

who must .diffuse thisconflict is in a difficult poéition indeed.

Another ﬁatential problem lies in the faqt,that some scientists claim

.

Journallsts when the séientists don't care to talk (Item 5, Table 1).

' Sdch-éhielding,‘df course, adds a 1ayex of bureauhracy that makes it
. b

N .
~.

much more difficuit for a professional journalist to do his or her job.

And thg.mbre difficult it is for a jpurnalfbt to 20 a job, the less likely

Q
—ERIC
e Rl
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~ .y : _ ) , '

it is that a thoroughly accurate,.clear and complete report will result.

N 3 . Pl

//////And the more 11ke1y it is that h63t111ty and mistrust will arise among

-~

Journallst,VSC1ent1st and publlc 1nformat10n officer.

While scientists may approve of and support public information
L A4 ‘ > &
¢ personnel who "protect” them from media representatives, public information

j persons should realize .the problems of ' protecting" sources from the media.
$ &:\44. ‘, , o ""’L" -
How can publlc 1nformat10n persons overcome some of tg&gfroblems that -~

~

are evident in the results of this survey? Those.involved in the ,public

- —

dissemination of science"news might well consider these recommendations:
¢
(1) Public information officers should try to develop at their

- -
-

#nstitutions formal programs }{med'st'helping scientists improve their

. L] . R '!.'3‘ 7 . s
- . 1 -

communication skills. The need for such programs is obvious,’ given the

-

FAF

. ) findings that: Many ‘scientists think it is important for researchers to

disseminate their redults to the public kIteﬁ 1, Table 1)4 scientists agree

-

+ they shoild know how to communicate with nonscientists (Item 2, Table 1);

. . . s - -
and scientists contend that scientific training does not adequaﬁely train

o , |

2

- N researchers to communicate with nonscientists (Item 8, Table 1). .
& .
- It is imperative that such programs teach scientists how to-get their

3 ) . 9‘ 3 . .
points #4cross; while at\the same time being egen; honest, clear and concise

. . e .
with journalists. s .

\ [}

~

Formal tréinigg programs would have several advantages. Scientists
would know how to work with journalists and the latter would bé less likely

"to become unhappy or host11e about the way a source reacts. - Such programs

. v ot ’
' .

might well bring public 1nformat10n personnel and scientists closer together

. N
A =

so that sc1ent1sts might ug® public information officers more, as WelI as —-

feel positively toward t‘fm. . . s
. \)‘ . ' . - 1 » . 'cm
ERIC - - * 15 | ,
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.
.

And they might well reduce the number of misunderstandings and hurt .

<

»

; feelings‘on’fhe'part of scientists who must deal wits ioUrnalists and public .
# .- .
_informatioen petrsons; the more positive the experiences are, the more likely
scientists are to coopeérate in the future. T, .
. \ ..

(2) Public information personnel should try to comvince researchers

. f the importance of working with journalists, even when the scientists would
‘ ! .
- rather avoid reporters. '

Evidence that scientists sometimes prefer to ayoid media representatives

is found in this research. For example, while scientists prefer to deal with

X

"fournalists in direct personal interviews (Item’A, Table 2), they almoét
' EY H

- ‘never initiate stories with the media (Item 8, ?able 2), even though almost

L

all of them feel free to do so (Item 6, Table Z@tmw%n%addition, most

sc1entlsts think that public information staffs sometlmes shield scientistsg

»
- I

from Jounnallsts when the researcher§ don't want to talk (Item 5, Table 1),
@gindigating, of course, that seientists sometimes actively avoid repor;ers.

. The advantagés of having public information officers convince scientists

.
&

’ -
_ ... to talk to reporters are obvious. _ R
. PN ’ ~ R

A journalist who is helged is much more cooperatiie and understanding

v T

than one wﬁbseVeffdftéiéieAﬁindereﬁ. Furthermore, scientists who have positive
. - . R e >

- -

experiences with journalists are more likely to cooperate with media represen— .

~ ) o ey ~

tatives in the:future. That has to make the publlc 1nformat10n off1cer s v

N & . =

job easiers o, ¢

S

(3),4Pﬁblic information\personnei—need to deyeloﬁ formal mechanisms

whereby scientists aré sgugh€~out‘fof‘story ideas. Results of this study
e - 7
. . . . £
suggest that scientists are retlcent about going to public information

2 - > . -
SN —~ - - R . = ‘. ~ y -

:.;_ . X - W ?os . :;_ ,',t'.‘—:—@, .o <z . ~"
- I < ra
- ~ ~ N - - b
° _ - o < - RIS 3
. - = - T T e s S e .
» A e S .
- . =% _ .
. ey N "8
- ' - == - Tl ~
) . . - - . .
v . 1 ; . - -
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rsons with idéas. (Item 3, Table 2), perhaps because of peer” pressure, Or

LI -y ¢ -~

apparently doh't, se€k out public information personnel, so they
the'scientists‘.14 .

"
A

mustaseek ou

(4) PublicMnformation officers must try to convince others in an

. ~ LY : ' '
. . 3 ” N . . . . .
o institution ‘that the less interference with a_scientist's freedom to discuss

a

his or her research resuits\the better. . ’ .

« . « . . . * .

It is quite glear that some public information officers have not
sdcceeded well in this task (if they have attempted it). Fully 65% of, the

N @

scientists indicate that public infogmafion staffs sqmetimés hinder their
. .

efforts to be completely open about their research (Item.é,'Table D.
Presuﬁably, pressures to stifle the flow of information étgm;from persons
Coon i N

.

other than professional public information officers.. .

. )When one coyples the attempt to hinder information flow with the
> * \

, 1ndepeﬁdence of -some scientists (ItegL3, Table 1), one gets a fairly vola—

tile situation, a siguation that is not good for the scientist, the

institution or the publid information officer. Such a situation virtually

M v

.

guarantees tension within the institution and a bad press.

’
L

That is why public information peré&ns must wage a constant struggle

(SRS .

against any attempts within their organizations to,hindef_the free flow of

information. . .

©
et
~J
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Sampling procedures are described in more detail in: Sharon Dunwoody and
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prsented to the "New Trends in\§cience—Mass Communications Research' session,
N\

.
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Company, 1978); and Jaques Cattell Press, ed., American Men and WOmen'2£"

Setence, Physical and Biological Sgignées, l4th ed. (New York: R.R. Bowker

11F"or the larger suréey alone, 416 names were drawn, of which 209 were

Company, 1979).
omp !3;7 A )

physical scientig%s and 207 were social .s¢ientists. A total of 253 responded,

for a return rate of 61%.

A
2

.12 ' ' - . : -
- 1 Responses to the other .items are available on request. .
13 e - .
Bassett, Davison and. Hopson, op cit.-
14

»

Many public information off}ge;s do this alréady. ' Some offices have

formal beats, much as newspapers and other media do, with public information

personnel periodically visiting various departments within an institution.

. < s
¢ . - R

v

i




¢

Scientists'

. Table 1

- Attitudes Toward Public Information Staffs, Communication

T;éiniﬁg and Their Freedom, Obligation to Disseminigg Research Results

-

. o ' . StEbngly

Item
(D Sc1ent15£s are just as responsible
for making' their research findings
available to the public as they are for
making their results available to their
polleagues.

(2) It is important for scientists to
learn how to discduss their research in
terms that are clear to nonscientists.

(3) .Scientists should be free to decide
how and when to deal with the popular
media without interference or pressure
from the institutions for which they
work.

.
-

(4) Publlc 1ﬁformat10n personnel
sometimes hinder scientists who want
to be completely open about their
Eesearch efforts.

(5) Public information staffs sometimes
shield scientists from journalists

when the scientists do not want to talk
to media representatives.

(6).. Public information staffs generally
make it easier for scientists to deal et
" with Journallsts

(7) It would be a good idea for public
and private institutions to dismantle

* their public informatibn. staffs and to
allow scientists to deal d1rect1y with

. » journalists.

(8). Most scientific training does not”
adequately t?ach those who go through
it to communicatée with media repre-
sentatives. “ ‘

[}
. f

Note:
"y 1nd1cated "strOngly agree.

Agree

217

737

387

197

167

157

47

!

\

A "1" on the orlglnal questlonnalre indicated '
Consequently, the h}gher the mean score in the table,
the more respondents agreed with a given statement.

Agxee

4
¥

317

247

337

47%-

59%

577

strongly disagree,

Disagree

357

2%

227

277

187

. 197

Strongly
Disagree

137

17 -

77

77

8% .

9%

357

27"

while a'

2.6

3.7

.
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: ’ T Table 2 = ) ‘
“‘ ’ ’ s . i‘ e - ~ .
o , 6Scientist8'ZReports of Interaction Between R
‘e . . » - [} .
* Themselves, Public Informatiol  Personnel
. RS A
. ' R .
Item @ . . LA .
. A . -
. {1)- Scientist's institution has a public informationj office: s
.. Yes ) - ' } ) 927
No oo . , ~ 8%
(2) Scientist sometimes has research results dlssemlnated ;
' through public 1nformat10n office: . -
: Yes | ‘ o . .60%
~ - No ‘ 41%
(3) Scientist suggests story ideas to public information PR
offices ‘ : .
f, . -
. 'Yes M ) . A ® . 2 37%
Mo v - ‘ 637
> . * P o -
¢ . . . . ]
** (4) Preferred method of dealing with journalists:
News relea , ' ¢ 9%
- Direct personal -interview ' - 817
‘News conference . ) . AR ) “0
> * Through public infofmation staff ' . 117
(5)  Approximate percentage of contaets w1th Journallsts )
" initiated by public 1nformat10n speclallsts‘ ' . : ’
4 T . ' »
T None - 722
10-407 - \ . ' o -0 117
- 50~100%, .. Ce ‘ R 177
(6) Approximate percentage of contacts with Journallsts _—
initiated by scientistsy - 7. . ©
None - oo . r 887
10~-100%Z~ -~ ~, L. ) — 127%
. . ' e | ’ . . s o, . PR - ,
_ (7 Approxidate percentage of contacts with journalists )
initiated by Jjournalists: . ] ‘s 2 SO
. 'ﬁone R ' Ve 137,
", 25-90% . % . . o .- , 247%
91-100% ‘ . ° 637%
‘ . - \.. N 5 * . <.
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Item

* {8) Scientist initiates stories with medi

Yes .

) St e F
Table 2Z¢% ontlnug.dr <

?,Q«'&l\~ . < ¢ *
L. e _

.

-
. . No . - T - , 847 ..
o R .
L, & '\.ﬁ o 8 ey L - - ? - P ' *
L) - . . . 3 . .
e (9) Scientist feels free to initiate storles:- o o .
R [ A Dy -
i M . . ' . . ¥ Z . . .
. LR R V2
- 3 v, ) ~
Yes A * 85% -
2 ) ‘ £ 2
. No . ¢ 152 -
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