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Introduction
Researchers and managers must communicate effec-
tively to achieve sustainable resource management. 
Frequently, “communication gaps” hinder application 
of new ideas and technologies. Though scientists are 
often taught to present information free from value 
judgments, we know that values, beliefs, and emotions 
play important roles in communication about ecosys-
tems. “Priming” is a psychological effect in which an 
earlier experience influences a subject’s perception of 
a later experience. We wanted to learn how introduc-
ing neutral scientific texts with value-based language 
(“positive” or “negative” contexts familiar to a manage-
ment-oriented audience) affects how readers respond. In 
2014 we conducted a statewide survey and found that 
participants without “hands-on” experience in agricul-
tural production have greater response to value-loaded 
introductory language. Surveying was expanded to a 
national group of range scientists in 2015.

Objectives
Our objective is to learn how to deliver science so that 
it is more likely to be retained by information-seek-
ing manager audiences. We wanted to test the effect 
of priming with value-loaded language (“positive” or 
“negative”) on audience reception. We sought to iden-
tify differences in reception among subpopulations of 
ecosystem managers. Ultimately our plan is to develop 
training materials for researchers and educators who 
want their science to be applied in the field.

Materials and Methods
Following a state-level survey, we surveyed national 
attendees of Society for Range Management meetings 

in early 2015. Participants were asked to rate “how 
true” they found 15 statements related to the topic of 
ecosystem uncertainty. Next, they were presented with 
neutral text that provided information related directly 
to those 15 statements. Introductions to the neutral text 
were divided into three treatment groups; the techni-
cal information was introduced 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. One month later, we asked participants to 
re-evaluate the same statements.

Results and Discussion
Our results indicate that the language used to present 
technical information does influence how an audience 
receives it. Different value-loaded content (priming) can 
change audience perception of technical information. 
Often, readers receiving “positive” contexts shifted their 
assessments less and remained more neutral than “nega-
tive”-context readers. In both our state and national 
surveys, we found that readers with less direct expe-
rience of landscape (e.g., time spent working indoors) 
shifted their assessments more readily than readers who 
have more direct field experience (Figure 1). 

We are using our findings to develop a curriculum 
for delivery of science to land managers. We plan to 
(1) introduce key concepts for interfacing with user-
groups for enhancing the effectiveness of science deliv-
ery; and (2) hold a workshop to share communication 
techniques among teachers such as Extension personnel 
and graduate students tasked with delivery of scientific 
knowledge. 
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Figure 1. “Managers do not often have opportunities to make good 
observations of ecosystem complexities.” Among national respondents, 
agency personnel who spent less than 50% of their work time outdoors were 
more likely to rate this statement as “untrue” after receiving the negative 
treatment.


