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This talk

• Setting the stage
• What has changed?
• What can be done?
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First, let’s define “fake news” in the science context

• The dissemination of made up information for the purpose 
to mislead

and/or

• bad science reporting

“Intentional fake news” have always existed
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The problem with fake news and science, is that the 
line between “fake” and bad reporting is murky

Most news reports
skipped the limitations

Lesson 1: words matter
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Coverage of a 2017 NASEM 
Human Gene Editing Report

… The problem of “iffy” science news 
is not a new problem

Caution! Avoid Generalizing …

as does this recent graph which is NOT based on evidence…
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This talk

• Setting the stage
• What has changed?
• What can be done?

1. There is a (not so new) likelihood of encountering  
“iffy” science news
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§ “Algorithms as editors,” A/B testing, etc.

§ Timeline selection, placement and search results curated 
based on personal preferences and priors

and commercial models for media incentivize narrowcasting
Scheufele, D. A., & Nisbet, M. C. (2012). Online news and the demise of political debate. 

In C. T. Salmon (Ed.), Communication Yearbook (Vol. 36, pp. 45-53). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

… there is the (not so new) ability to send 
“iffy,” contextualized science news around fast

to many people
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…“Iffy” science news get sent around social media
for many reasons

• Because they match our worldviews 
(confirmation bias)

• Because they give us hope
• Because they are amusing
• …

Social media are not the issue – human psychology is 
at play

Watts & Dodds
2007

And audiences use the science  
that supports their viewpoint…
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And audiences use the science  
that supports their viewpoint…

…   or support the science that makes blame 
attribution easier

Andrew J. Wakefield, MB, BS, 
FRCS, FRC  …has published 
over 130 original scientific 
articles, book chapters, and 
scientific commentaries and is 
also the author of Callous 
Disregard. In pursuit of 
possible links between 
childhood vaccines, intestinal 
inflammation, and neurologic 
injury in children, he lost his 
job at London s Royal Free 
Hospital, his country of birth, 
his career, and his medical 
license.



9

What has also changed is the science media 
environment

• Specialized science columns disappearing
• More and more scientists embracing direct communication 

with lay audiences

• But “medialization of science” is not a new issue

Franci, M. (2011). Nature Chemistry 3, 183-184

And micro-targeting is not a luxury for media organizations, 
it is a  necessity

"Survival … depends on giving readers 
what they really want, how they want it, 
when they want it, and on not spending 
too much money producing what they 
don’t want."
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This talk

• Setting the stage
• What has changed?
• What can be done?

… Is it the audience responsibility?
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… or the scientists’ and their institutions’ ?

• Quality control of releases and coverage of published peer-review 
studies

• Fostering institutional change for the recognition of public 
engagement activities 

• Training of scientists to the science of science communication

… or the journalists’?
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… Facebook has realized how hard “fake news” 
button unlikely to work
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The problem is not that people do not have the ability
to spot fake news …
The problem is that people are not motivated to spot 
fake news

§ Regardless of quality of news, motivated 
reasoning (online) remains a problem

§ Unless we can increase accuracy 
motivations through
§ social accountability
§ cognitive tuning

in heterogeneous social settings

The question remains: 
Can we become better consumers of news 

in  “new” media environments?
Tetlock, P. E. (1983). Accountability and complexity of thought. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 45(1), 74-83. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.45.1.74
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Concluding thoughts

• Let’s make sure we do not oversimplify the science media 
environment by dichotomizing:
– Fake news versus real news
– Scientists versus the public 

• Let’s use sound social science to inform evidence-based 
solutions to specific problems in social media environments 

• And let’s not revert to “we need to get the facts right” (deficit 
model approach)– which we know does not work

Thank you!
dbrossard@wisc.edu

@brossardd
scimep.wisc.edu

mailto:dbrossard@wisc.edu

