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Science Communication Problem
“the failure of valid scientific evidence to quiet disputes over policy-relevant facts”
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Solution aversion
Dismissal of science resulting from 
an aversion to the policies implied 
by the science
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Water
Can we proactively detect a

?
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Fertilizer [IS or IS NOT] a source 
of water pollution in my state.
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Septic systems [ARE or ARE NOT] a 
source of water pollution in my state.
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Climate change [WILL or WILL NOT] 
impact the availability of water in 
my state.

The water science 
communication problem

77%

13%

70%

16%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

WILL WILL NOT

%
 o

f l
ef

t-l
ea

ni
ng

 in
di

vi
du

al
s

Political Left

Personal 
beliefsPerceived

scientists' 
beliefs

42%

31%

52%

18%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

WILL WILL NOT

%
 o

f r
ig

ht
-le

an
in

g 
in

di
vi

du
al

s

Political Right

Personal 
beliefs

Perceived
scientists' 

beliefs



In 20 years, there [WILL or WILL NOT] 
be enough surface and ground water 
to meet demand throughout my state.
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Knowledge assessment
“Ordinary water science knowledge” (OWSK)

Belief assessment

The water science 
communication problem



The water science 
communication problem

Ordinary water science knowledge (OWSK)
Knowledge needed for an ordinary person to competently 
participate in water discussion and make citizen-level voting 
decisions on water topics



The water science 
communication problem

Ordinary water science knowledge (OWSK)
Knowledge needed for an ordinary person to competently 
participate in water discussion and make citizen-level voting 
decisions on water topics

Q1: What is the primary source of drinking water in 
[North/Central Florida; South Georgia]?
o Underground water
o Rainfall collected in cisterns
o Surface water
o Ocean water with the salt removed
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Ordinary water science knowledge (OWSK)
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o Underground water
o Rainfall collected in cisterns
o Surface water
o Ocean water with the salt removed
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Knowledge assessment
“Ordinary water science knowledge” (OWSK)

Belief assessment

Regression

On topics that suggest politically undesirable policy:
No significant relationship between scientific knowledge and water beliefs
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Communication strategy

 Be aware that emotion can negate fact.
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 Be aware that emotion can negate fact.
 Alleviate the sense that water science will inevitably 

force policy action contrary to partisans’ political ideals.
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Communication strategy

 Be aware that emotion can negate fact.
 Alleviate the sense that water science will inevitably 

force policy action contrary to partisans’ political ideals.
 Early interventions are critical!
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