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Abstract

Public attention to science shapes public attitudes and the public's scientific
knowledge, and may arise after exposure to scientific topics at school, in
mass media and elsewhere. This study explores how the context of exposure
to scientific concepts affects patterns of internet searches for them. Google
search volumes and Wikipedia visits were analyzed for 200 scientific
concepts over 264 weeks. Approximately half were "ad hoc" terms, which
receive media attention during events such as Nobel Prize announcements.
The rest were "cyclical" terms, mostly discussed in educational contexts.
Three analyses were made: (1) Public attention to terms in each category;
(2) Dynamics of and correlations between Google searches and Wikipedia
view counts; and (3) Public attention to ad hoc events and to the scientific
knowledge underlying them. The main findings are: (1) Public attention
spans to ad hoc terms are 5.6 times shorter than to cyclical terms;
(2) Maximal timepoints for Google searches and Wikipedia visits usually
coincide in the same week in ad hoc terms, but not in cyclical terms; and
(3) The attention span for scientific concepts related to Nobel Prizes is longer
than that of the laureates' names. Findings indicate stable demand for
accessible scientific content for occasional perusal.

Keywords: information seeking, media and science, science communication,
search engines.
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