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The index revealed a consistent relationship to television viewing, with
heavy viewers showing more willingness to place restrictions on science,
Mainstreaming is evident in most groups. Among the light-viewing respon-
dents with some college education, for example, we find only 28 percent
scoring high on this index, compared with 54 percent of the less educated
light viewers. This difference of 26 percentage points compares with a
difference of only 8 points between the heavy viewers of the two groups.

Dramatic images involve characters in action. We have seen that
scientists in the world of television tend to be a bit older and stranger, are
more ambiguous than most other characters, and lead lives that are more
isolated and perilous. Are these images reflected in the ideas of viewers?

Respondents were asked to agree or disagree with the propositions that
scientists are odd and peculiar people, that their work is dangerous, that they
have few interests but work, that they spend little time with their families.
We also asked them to rate the job of a scientist compared to “most other
jobs.” The results are similar to those we have seen before.

The more people watch television, the more they think that scientists are
odd and peculiar. This is especially pronounced among males, nonwhites,
those who do not watch science documentaries or read science magazines,
and those who have a high interest in religion. The cultivation of a sense of
danger in science is most striking among the higher status and younger
viewers. Heavy viewers in most groups are more likely than light viewers to
respond that scientists have few interests except work and that they spend
little time with their families, Predictably, fewer heavy than light viewers
believe that science jobs are better than most.

The final results deal with critical attitudes related to science. Does it
make life change too fast? Pose more of a threat than a promise? What about
nuclear energy? Space exploration?

The results show that most groups of heavy viewers believe that science
makes life change too fast. Viewing also tends to enhance anxiety and erode
or inhibit appreciation of the benefits of science. This is especially significant
among groups that are otherwise the most supportive, such as those who are
college educated, have higher incomes, and read science magazines.

Although most people disagree with the statement that science causes
more problems than solutions, fewer heavy than light viewers do so, again,
especially in groups otherwise most supportive. One of those problems may
be nuclear power plants; heavy viewers in all subgroups are more critical of
them. Space exploration is also in disfavor; almost all groups of heavy
viewers would spend less money on it.

In sum, prime-time television drama presents a steady stream of
generally positive images and messages about science and scientists but they
are less positive than the images and messages about other professions.
Moreover, television drama tends to reflect and exacerbate public ambiva-
lence and anxiety about science.

Television’s contribution to popular conceptions of science and scien-
tists blends with other social and cultural influences into a mainstream that
tends to be more critical and negative than the views of comparable groups
that watch less television. Foreboding images of odd and perilous activity
seem to heighten fears, strengthen the desire for restraints, and inhibit the
inclination for science as an occupation or an area of public participation.
Reading science magazines and watching documentary programs about
stience make a significant positive contribution. However, even this does
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not completely overcome the steady cultivation of relatively critical and
neégative public conceptions, especially among those who are otherwise the
most supportwe of science. In other words, science readers and science
documentary viewers have more positive images than do other groups, but
television viewing tends to erode these images and bring heavy-viewing
science readers and documentary viewers closer to the others.

" Television did not invent the negative image of science. It only stream-
lines the image, puts it on the assembly line, and delivers it into every home.
The image of science on television is only part of a broader problem: the
skewed image television presents of the world. Television works well deliver-
ing to the advertiser the largest number of viewers at the least cost, but it does
not necessarily do well at enhghtemng those viewers,

Television’s portrayal of science deserves more focused attention by
leaders in science, the community of scientists, and legislators. There is no
quick or easy fix. The excellent information services of organizations such as
the American Association for the Advancement of Science and the Scientists’®
Institute for Public Information make information available mostly to news
media. Science writing programs, science museums, and more specialized
science and technology promotional efforts are useful, but they are necessar-
ily limited to those who elect to attend or seek information. Yet a single
episode on a popular prime-time program, Or even a Soap opera, reaches
more people than all the other educational efforts :put together. More
important, television reaches those who receive no other information about
science. The task is to make realistic information and imagery (not just
flattery) not only available but inescapable. That means constant liaison with
those who write, produce, and direct television programs of all sorts,
especially dramatic series. '

Academics often shun media opportunities because they know that they
cannot control the content and context of what i$ presented or because of a
misplaced distaste of “popularizing.” The media, on the other hand, will
always find the experts they need and feed the fears and anxieties in which
the media seem to have a vested interest. Scientists seeking to make a

contribution to public conceptions via media must accept a trade-off. They

may lose something in transit, but increased visibility and public stature can
‘be used to command more attention and to gain more opportunities to
appear in contexts that they can control better.

Universities are increasingly turning to courses and programs in critical
viewing or media analysis as an essential part of a general liberal education,
Networks are increasingly concerned that the pendulum has swung so far in
the direction of deregulation that, having dismantled many public protec-
tions-against excessive and exploitive commercialism, they have become
vulnerable to new legislative scrutiny when the pendulum starts swinging the
other way. Senate bilt 2323, introduced by Sen. Paul Simon (D-Il1.), would
exempt the networks from the threat of antitrust prosecution if they agreed to
restore parts of their old abandoned industry code, and especially if they

ameliorate the corrosive effects of television mayhem (in which fictional.

scientists have more than their share).

Finally, a science media coordinating council to plan strategy, stream-
line national media liaison activities, and organize meetings with network
executives and the handful of writers and directors who create most pro-
grams, would go a long way tasynchronize other activities, reduce duplica-
tion, and avoid media projects working at cross purposes. "
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