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Priming Science: Writing Emerging Science to  
Engage Resource Navigators 

K. Gunther1, A.L. Hild1, S.L. Bieber2, and J.J. Shinker3 

Researchers and ecosystem managers, including 
agricultural producers, are focusing increasing 
attention on the topic of science communica-
tion. The way scientists share their findings can 
affect how and whether those findings can be 
successfully transferred to useful applications in 
the field. Commonly, “communication gaps” 
hinder our application of new ideas and tech-
nology. 

One reason may be that scientists are taught 
to share information neutrally, yet we know 
that our values, beliefs, and emotions play im-
portant roles in communication about ecosys-
tems. “Priming” is a psychological effect in 
which an earlier experience influences a sub-
ject’s perception of a later experience. We hy-
pothesize that “priming” technical texts with 
emotional language and values—by indicating 
either “positive” or “negative” contexts—will 
affect how readers respond to the information 
presented. While priming approaches have been 
used in health and medical outreach, this is a 
novel application within the context of com-
municating science relevant to ecosystem man-
agement.  

Objectives 

We wanted to test the effect of priming tech-
nical information with value-loaded language 
(“positive” or “negative”) on audience reception 
of that science. We sought to identify differ-
ences in reception among subpopulations of 

participants involved in ecosystem management 
in different ways (e.g., land managers or policy-
makers). Ultimately, our goal is to develop 
communication training materials for research-
ers and educators, including Extension person-
nel from the University of Wyoming and be-
yond. 

Materials and Methods 

We conducted our pilot study at Wyoming Ag-
ricultural Experiment Station (WAES) field 
days’ events in summer 2014, as well as 
throughout Wyoming at summer and fall meet-
ings of agricultural production and manage-
ment-oriented groups and by phone and email.  

Participants were asked to rate “how true” 
they found 15 statements related to the topic of 
ecosystem uncertainty. Next, they were present-
ed with text that provided information related 
directly to those 15 statements. For two treat-
ment groups, the technical information was in-
troduced with a paragraph using either 
“positive” language (words like “opportunity” 
and “profit”) or “negative” language (words like 
“threat” and “loss”). The control group received 
no introductory paragraph. Participants then re-
evaluated the same statements. One month lat-
er, statements were rated a final time. 

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary results from our pilot study indicate 
that emotional language influences audience 
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receptiveness. Differing emotional content 
(priming) can drive audience perception in 
different directions (Figure 1). In several cases, 
treatment groups were not different after prim-
ing, but both treatment groups differed from 
the control group. This suggests that emotional 
language may be useful as a communication 
tool regardless of whether the emotion con-
veyed is positive or negative.  

Our pilot data is followed by development 
of a national study, underway through summer 
2015. In the expanded survey, we measure the 
effects of positive and negative priming texts 

and add the influence of priming images with 
“positive” and “negative” audience connota-
tions. This study continues through late 2016. 
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Figure 1. “Managers do not often have opportunities to make good observations of 
ecosystem complexities.” The negative treatment group rated this statement as 
“more untrue” than participants in the positive treatment group after reading the 
text; this difference was statistically significant. 


