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 A new era for science … and society?
 Three challenges 
 When facts meet values
 Communicating uncertainties
 Expertise vs. advocacy

 A handful of thoughts on moving forward

TODAY
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OUR NEW NORMAL: “WICKED PROBLEMS,” I.E., 
POLICY DILEMMAS THAT SCIENCE CAN INFORM BUT NOT SOLVE

Rittel, H. W. J., & Webber, M. M. (1973). Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences, 4, 155-169. 
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SCIENCE’S FAILING CONTRACT WITH SOCIETY
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THE GOOD NEWS: THERE ARE FEW TRULY “ANTI-SCIENCE” 
AUDIENCES … OR EVEN ANTI-SCIENCE PARTISAN ACTORS

Pfänder, J., Kerzreho, L., & Mercier, H. (2026). Quasi-universal acceptance of basic science in the United States. Public Understanding of Science, 35(2), 144-158.

“Acceptance of the scientific 
consensus was very high in the 
sample as a whole (95.1%), but 
also in every sub-sample (e.g. no 
trust in science: 87.3%; complete 
endorsement of flat Earth theory: 
87.2%) … [P]eople are motivated 
to reject specific scientific beliefs, 
and not science as a whole."
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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

 Why: Identity protection

 The same piece of (scientific) 
information means different things to all 
of us …
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DURING COVID, PARTISANS ON BOTH SIDES DOUBT CDC NUMBERS
https://www.axios.com/axios-ipsos-coronavirus-week-8-5a1947d5-9850-4e58-9583-9b617e6fdc1b.html
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PARTISAN VACCINE ATTITUDES PRE AND POST COVID …
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NEW INFO ECOLOGIES PUT ALL OF THIS ON STEROIDS
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/DNR_2019_FINAL_1.pdf
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“BESPOKE” AI WILL MAKE FILTER-BUBBLED 
SORTING EVEN MORE EFFECTIVE
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WHEN UNCERTAIN SCIENCE MEETS
URGENT PUBLIC POLICY
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Krause, N. M., Freiling, I., & Scheufele, D. A. (forthcoming). The infodemic ‘infodemic:’ Toward a more nuanced understanding of truth-claims and the need for (not) combatting misinformation. 
The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. 

AND NO, COVID DID NOT SHOWCASE 
THE SELF-CORRECTING NATURE OF SCIENCE …
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… REGARDLESS OF POLITICS, “JUST FOLLOW THE SCIENCE” 
IS AN UTTERLY UNPRODUCTIVE MANTRA

Krause, N. M., Freiling, I., & Scheufele, D. A. (forthcoming). The infodemic ‘infodemic:’ Toward a more nuanced understanding of truth-claims and the need for (not) combatting misinformation. 
The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. 
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THAT’S WHY IDENTITY POLITICS IS 
KRYPTONITE FOR SCIENCE

Krause, N. M., Scheufele, D. A., Freiling, I., & Brossard, D. (2021). The trust fallacy. American Scientist(July–August), 226-231. 
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Krause, N. M., Scheufele, D. A., Freiling, I., & Brossard, D. (2021). The trust fallacy. American Scientist(July–August), 226-231. 

SCIENTIFIC INSTITUTIONS AT RISK OF BECOMING
JUST ANOTHER INSTITUTION WE DON’T TRUST?
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THANK YOU!

 Questions? Pushback? Observations?

 Two or three questions, specifically:
 Where is the distinction – if there is one – between 

advocacy and effective science communication …
 … and is there a bright red line that scientists 

shouldn’t cross?
 What about the idea of epistemic trespassing?

“"Science gets lost ... when 
politically convenient claims 
are defended longer than 
they should be because 
correcting them would help 
the “wrong” people ... [T]he 
greatest threat to science in 
politics is not always an 
external attack. Sometimes 
it is internal over-
identification.”
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 A new era for science … and society?
 Three challenges 
 When facts meet values
 Expertise vs. advocacy
 Communicating uncertainties

 A handful of thoughts on moving forward
 It’s not all about knowledge …

TODAY



Sl
ide

 2
2  

|   
@

sc
he

ufe
le 

 |  
© 

20
26

 “Knowledge deficit models”
 Assumption
 If people were only more informed, they 

would be more supportive of science
 Effective communication is about 

informing the consumer
 Unfortunately, that’s not how most of us make 

decisions about most issues …

WHAT OUR INSTINCTS TELL US 
(AND WHAT MANY SCIENTISTS STILL GO BY)
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WE DO OR DON’T DO A LOT OF THINGS IN SPITE OF 
KNOWING THAT SCIENCE TELLS US OTHERWISE
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 A new era for science … and society?
 Three challenges 
 When facts meet values
 Expertise vs. advocacy
 Communicating uncertainties

 A handful of thoughts on moving forward
 … especially if our knowledge is not (yet) reliable

TODAY
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WHAT IF OUR FACTS TURN OUT TO 
BE WRONG, OVERHYPED … OR BOTH

 Dec. 2, 2010:  NASA-supported 
researchers Felisa Wolfe-Simon and 
her colleagues report a new type of 
bacterium – GFAJ-1

 NASA press release (on forthcoming 
Science article): “This finding … will 
alter biology textbooks and expand the 
scope of the search for life beyond 
Earth.”



Sl
ide

 2
6  

|   
@

sc
he

ufe
le 

 |  
© 

20
26

FROM ACADEMIC SUPERSTAR TO REAL WORLD CELEBRITY;
IN SPITE OF EARLY WARNINGS FROM OTHER SCIENTISTS 
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 A new era for science … and society?
 Three challenges 
 When facts meet values
 Expertise vs. advocacy
 Communicating uncertainties

 A handful of thoughts on moving forward
 Learning from the science of science communication
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GOOD #SCICOMM IS LESS ABOUT FACTS THAN IT IS ABOUT 
CONNECTING THOSE FACTS TO WHAT MATTERS TO AUDIENCES

 Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky:
“Perception [of ambiguous stimuli] is reference-dependent.”
 Science as complex, ambiguous stimulus; framing as a way to 

reduce this ambiguity by contextualizing information

Bruner, J. S. and A. L. Minturn (1955). "Perceptual identification and perceptual organization." Journal of General Psychology 53: 21-28.
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FRAMING INFORMATION TOWARD SHARED VALUES

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/04/07/frank-luntz-and-brian-castrucci-op-ed-stop-saying-covid-vaccine-passport.html
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FRAMING INFO TOWARD SHARED VALUES:
GLOBAL COMPETITIVENESS AND ENERGY INDEPENDENCE

Scheufele, D. A. (1999). Framing as a theory of media effects. Journal of Communication, 49(1), 103-122. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1999.tb02784.x 
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 A new era for science … and society?
 Three challenges 
 When facts meet values
 Expertise vs. advocacy
 Communicating uncertainties

 A handful of thoughts on moving forward
 What about wicked problems that cannot be 

answered by just doing more science?

TODAY
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Scheufele, D. A., Krause, N., Freiling, I., & Brossard, B. (2021). What we know about effective public engagement on CRISPR and beyond. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

WHAT IF SCIENCE CANNOT PROVIDE ALL THE ANSWERS?
FROM BRAIN ORGANOIDS TO OPTOGENETICS AND AI
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ENGAGEMENT ON WICKED SCIENCE: CHANGE HAS BEEN SLOW

Planck’s Principle: Science progresses one 
funeral at a time. 

Or to quote more accurately: “[I]mportant 
scientific innovation rarely makes its way by 
gradually winning over and converting its 
opponents … What does happen is that its 
opponents gradually die out, and that the 
growing generation is familiarized with the ideas 
from the beginning: another instance of the fact 
that the future lies with the youth.”

-- Max Planck, Scientific Autobiography, 1950, p. 97



Sl
ide

 3
4  

|   
@

sc
he

ufe
le 

 |  
© 

20
26

ONE BOLD IDEA: RESTORING SCIENCE TO ITS CIVIC ROOTS

Christopherson, E. G., Scheufele, D. A., & Smith, B. (2018). The Civic Science Imperative. Stanford Social Innovation Review, 16(2), 46-52. 
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 Now it’s your turn …
 Science as one of society’s most ambitious investments
 How can we live up to our “Bringschuld,”  our civic 

responsibility?

 In groups of 4 (~25 mins):
 Given what we talked about, put forth one bold proposal 

per group
 On one post-it: What is one urgent, unresolved problem? 

And what is the bold solution you propose?

YOUR TURN: BOLD PROPOSALS
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In spite of scientists’ wishful thinking, that’s the way it’s supposed 
to be.

So how can we optimize policy choices with best available 
evidence and without being partisan?
 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
 Human nature as powerful tool for (non-partisan) 

community buy-in

SOME TAKE-AWAYS: WHY SCIENTISTS ADVISE, BUT 
POLICYMAKERS AND CITIZENS MAKE DECISIONS

Krause, N. M., Scheufele, D. A., Freiling, I., & Brossard, D. (2021). The trust fallacy. American Scientist(July–August), 226-231. 
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THANK YOU

@scheufele  
/scheufele
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