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• Science and the publics:  a review of public understanding of science 

studies 

• The South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS) 

• Reddy, V., Gastrow, M., Juan, A., Roberts, B. (2012). South African public 

attitudes towards science. South African Journal of Science: in press 

• The public understanding of biotechnology in the media 

• SKA in the Media  

• Dissemination: conferences and publications 

• The way forward 

 

Overview 
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Science and the Publics:  A Review of Public 

Understanding of Science Studies (2009) 

• Purpose: Scope conceptual and empirical elements of researching the South African public’s 

understanding of science. A review of extant research in South Africa.  

• Commissioned by: SAASTA 

• Authors: Vijay Reddy, Andrea Juan, Michael Gastrow, Bongani Bantwini 

• Conceptual framework: overview of theoretical developments from 1950’s (‘deficit model’) 

to current (‘science in society’) 

• Methodology: literature review, analysis of extant data 

• Main findings: 

• South Africa is uniquely positioned in the global context 

• Previous research has been disparate and not representative. 

• Identified conceptual frameworks and best practices for measurement and analysis 

• Implications: 

• Consolidated theoretical knowledge of the field within the HSRC 

• Highlighted the policy utility of PRS research 

• Identified a research gap within PRS – identified as a field for further research 

• Informed the development of a dedicated module in the SASAS 
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Data Source Title Year 
Data Collection 

Method 
Sample size 

Representivity   

  

Pouris 

Understanding and appreciation 

of science among the public in 

South Africa. 

1991 
Face to face interviews 

in 6 suburbs 
1300 Limited 

Pouris 

Understanding and Appreciation 

of Science among South African 

Teenagers 

1993 
Face to face interviews 

in suburbs 
800 Limited 

HSRC Omnibus Survey 1995 Face to face interviews  2200 Nationally representative 

Laugksch 

Test for Scientific Literacy and its 

application in assessing scientific 

literacy of matriculants entering 

universities and technikons 

1996 

Questionnaires to first 

year students in 

Western Cape tertiary 

institutions 

4227 Limited 

HSRC EPOP 1999 
Face to face interviews 

in household survey. 
2207 Nationally representative 

Pouris 

Interests, Public Attitudes and 

Sources of Scientific Information 

in South Africa 

2001 
Face to face interviews 

in metropolitan areas 

1000 house-

holds 
Limited 

Pouris 
Assessing Public Support for 

Biotechnology in South Africa 
2004 

Face to face interviews 

in consumer survey.  

1000 house-

holds 
Limited 

HSRC SASAS: Biotechnology survey 2003 
Face to face interviews, 

household survey 
7000 Nationally representative 

HSRC SASAS: climate change 2007 
Face to face interviews, 

household survey 
3164 Nationally representative 



Social science that makes a difference 

South African Social Attitudes 

Survey (2010) 

 

• Purpose: measure the South African 

public’s relationship with science 

• Designed by: Vijay Reddy, Michael 

Gastrow, Ben Roberts 

• Commissioned by: HSRC 

• Conceptual framework: science in 

society 

• Methodology:  

• Internationally comparable 

measurements, tailored to SA. context  

• 20 items, divided into: 1) science 

knowledge, 2) attitudes towards 

science, 3) science communication 

• Nationally representative household 

survey (n=3183) 

• Implications: rendered a 

comprehensive, reliable, comparable, 

and representative dataset for further 

analysis 
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Reddy, V., Gastrow, M., Juan, A., Roberts, B. (2012). South African 

public attitudes towards science. South African Journal of Science 

• Purpose: Draw on SASAS (2010) and EPOP (1999) data to explore South African attitudes 

towards science in the international context 

• Conceptual framework: science in society 

• Methodology: bivariate descriptive analysis of data from SASAS and EPOP, including: 

• Trends from 1999 to 2010 

• Analysis by demographic variables, including gender, age, income, and education 

• International comparisons and national ‘fingerprints’ 

• Main findings: 

• A complex and shifting balance between attitudes of promise and reservation.  

• 1999 to 2010 shows a slight overall weakening in attitudes of promise and an overall 

strengthening in attitudes of reservation,  

• Largest change for ‘we depend too much on science and not enough on faith’ (17 points) 

• In the international context, South Africa has a unique ‘fingerprint’ of attitudes  

• Little difference between genders.  

• Strongest demographic variable impacting on attitudes was age: attitudes of promise and 

reservation both decreased with age.  

• The promise-reservation ratio increases with educational attainment 
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Attitudes to Science 1999 and 2010 
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International comparison and national ‘fingerprints’ 
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Publics 
 

2010 Promise index Reservation index Promise /reservation ratio

Total 70 56 1.3

Gender

Female 69 56.4 1.2

Male 71.2 58.7 1.2

Age

16-19 80 61.2 1.3

20-29 72.9 58.5 1.2

30-39 69.6 58.5 1

40-49 66.8 58.1 1.2

50-59 66.9 54 1.2

60-69 64.3 55.6 1.1

>70 54.3 48 1.1

Educational Level

No school 61.3 57.1 1.1

Grade 1 -7 57.9 50.9 1.1

Grade 8 – 11 70.5 59.6 1.2

Matric (grade 12) 73.5 58.9 1.2

Post secondary 78.3 55.9 1.4
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International comparative overview 

  

India South Africa Europe USA 

Total PRI 1.1 1.25 1.5 1.7 

Gender         

Female 1 1.2 1.4 1.7 

Male 1.1 1.2 1.6 1.8 

Age         

Teen 1.1 1.3 1.7 1.5 

Adult 1.1 1.1 1.6 1.8 

Senior 1.1 1.1 1.3 1.7 

Income         

Low 1.1 1   1.4 

Medium 1 1.2   1.6 

High 1.1 1.3   2.4 

Educational Level         

No school 1 1.1   - 

Grade 12 1.1 1.2   1.6 

Post secondary 1.1 1.4   2.5 
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Public Understanding of Biotechnology in the Media (2010) I 

• Purpose: Understand how the media represent biotechnology and what factors currently 

shape these representations. Recommendations regarding policy objectives for enhancing 

the media’s role in advancing biotechnology in South Africa. 

• Commissioned by: NACI and NBAC 

• Authors: Michael Gastrow 

• Conceptual framework: science communication 

• Methodology: media analysis, key informant interviews 

• Main findings: 

• Main thematic loci were GMOs and health applications  

• Generally a greater focus on the benefits of biotechnology than the risks.  

• Reporting of controversies tended to be unbalanced (66%), with health applications 

generally viewed favourably and GMOs unfavourably. 

• Both journalists and the public are polarized re biotechnology-related controversies. 
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Public Understanding of Biotechnology in the Media (2010) II 

• Findings: 

• Journalists need to contend with large firms seeking to influence media representations. 

• Relationship between journalists and scientists characterized by tension and suspicion. 

Journalists see scientists as inaccessible and scientists see journalists as unreliable 

• Government performs poorly with respect to providing access to information about 

biotechnology activity in public institutions. 

• Policy recommendations 

• Expand the scale of biotechnology reporting in the media, and expand access to this 

reporting to a greater proportion of South Africans.  

• Foster objective, balanced, and scientifically accurate reporting.  

• Foster a closer and more productive relationship between journalists and scientists.  

• Enhance the public sector’s willingness and ability to provide access to public 

information.  

•  Implications: 

• Example of media analysis and informant interviews as useful methodologies for policy-

oriented research on science in the media 

• Learning process re science communication theory and practice 

• Informed theory and methodology for PhD 
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PhD: The SKA in the Media 

• Purpose: Analysis of media representations of the SKA as ‘globalised science 

in an African context’ 

• Conceptual framework: Habermasian ‘public sphere’, public understanding of 

science, science communication 

• Methodology: media content analysis, key informant interviews 
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Dissemination 

• Public Communication of Science and Technology conference 

• AfricaBio seminar 

• South African Sociology Association conference 

 

• Reddy, V., Juan, A. & Gastrow, M. (2009) Public understanding of science is crucial. 

HSRC Review, Vol 7 No 3 p24-25.  

 

• Gastrow, M. (2010). Framing the discourse: the public understanding of 

biotechnology in the media. Review of Education, Skills Development, and 

Innovation, November 2010, p6-10  

 

• Reddy, V., Gastrow, M., Juan, A., Roberts, B. (2012). South African public attitudes 

towards science. South African Journal of Science: in press 
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The way forward 

• Long term research agenda in South Africa 

• Contribution to the international debate  

• Application, Policy, Practices 
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