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S Y N 0 P S I S

Objective. The authors analyzed data from the 199 1 National Planning Sur-
vey to (a) assess respondents' awareness of three official sources of infor-
mation about HIV/AIDS (CDC, the Surgeon General, and state health
departments); (b) assess respondents' perceptions of the reliability of these
sources; and (c) compare respondents' personal beliefs about HIV transmis-
sion with their beliefs regarding the experts' view.

Methods. The authors conducted a secondary analysis of the responses of
the 1622 survey participants who gave complete information.

Results. People with more years of formal education were more likely to

have heard of the CDC and the Surgeon General. The CDC was given the
highest overall reliability rating, followed by the Surgeon General and then
state health departments. Transmission of HIV/AIDS by various modes of
casual contact was perceived more likely among those who gave the CDC
lower reliability ratings. However, regardless of their perceptions of the reli-
ability of the CDC as a source of HIV/AIDS information, many respondents
believed the probability of transmission by casual contact more likely than
they believed experts said it was.

Conclusions. The discrepancy found between what people believe about
health risks and what they think experts believe has important implications
for the design of effective health information campaigns and for the design
of questionnaire items that aim to assess people's "knowledge" and "atti-
tudes" regarding sensitive health topics.
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I\//AIDS has held a prominent posi-
tion in the public consciousncss for
less than 20 years, yet many people
can give answers about the ways in
which HIV/AIDS is transmitted that

match the information given by official sources.' But,
do people actually believe what they say? or are thev
merely parroting back what they've heard from health
information campaigns or experts interviewed in the
in cdia'?

In 1987, stories about AIDS peaked in the media,
followed in 1988 by an intensified nationwide cam-
paign mounted by the Federal government that
included the largest direct mailing in the history of
public health.' The percentages of people who were
relatively knowledgeable or said they knewv a lot about
the diseasc morc than doubled between 1987 and
1991.' Nevertheless, a 1993 study showed that many
people still held misconceptions or unrealistic con-
cerns about the likelihood of HIV transmission via
casual contact.' In addition, studies conducted in the
late 1980s and early 1990s found persistent gaps in
AIDS knowvledge across various social groups.'4,'9

Source credibility is a cornerstone of any success-
ulI information campaign."' Critics of efforts to dis-
seminate AIDS information suggest that there mav be
high levels of mistrust of official information about
AIDS among members of some population groups, as
evidenced by the findings of several studies.3"'"' Yet
despite massive efforts to disseminate HIV/AIDS
information, there have been few attempts to study
people's trust of official agencies as a source of AI)S
information. Clearly, mistrust of the government and
the medical community, the primary sources of AIDS
information, can be detrimental to AIDS prevention
efforts.

We undertook a secondarv analysis to examine the
extent to which people trust official sources of AIDS
information and how this is reflected in personal health
beliefs.

M E T H 0 D S

In the fall of 1991, the Applied Communication
Research and Evaluation Branch of the National AIDS
Information and Education Program (part of the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC]) con-
ducted the National Planning Survey, designed to
guide future AIDS communication efforts. The survey
collected data on attitudes about several issues under

consideration for future campaigns, including condom
use, discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS,
and credibility of HIV/AIDS informationi sources.

The national telephone survey was conducted bv a
commercial research firm, DataStat. Felephone num-
bers were generated wvith computer-based random
digit dialing. Interviewers wvere trained in the objec-
tives of the study and procedures to follow in unusual
interviewing situations. Five attempts wvere made to
complete an interview at every selected household.
Respondents wvere selected randomly from each of'
these households according to a quote derived from
Bureau of Census data. Interviews were conducted in
Spanish as needed. A total of 1622 interviews werc
completed, for a response rate of 74.9%.

The present study is a secondary analysis of
responscs to a subset of questions that asked about the
credibility of AIDS information sources: respondents
were asked about their familiarity with official sources
of AIDS information, how reliable they perceived
these sources to be, their owNTn beliefs about HIV/AIDS
transmission, and their perceptions of expert opinion
on HIV/AIDS transmission.

Specifically, respondents were first asked whether
they had heard of the Surgeon General and the CDC
and to rate the reliability of each of these sources of
AIDS information, as well as that of their state health
department, on a scale from 1 (not reliable) to 10 (very
reliable).

Next, respondents were asked a series of questions
about HIV/AIDS transmission preceded by this intro-
duction: "People don't always agree with what they are
taught. For these next few questions we would like to
first ask what medical experts have said. Then we'd
like to read the same question and ask what you
believe." After the introduction, the interviewer used
the example of lung cancer and cigarette smoking to
introduce the pattern of questioning first, asking
whether respondents had heard or read anything from
medical experts about the relationship between lung
cancer and smoking; second, asking what medical
experts say about how likely it is to develop lung can-
cer from prolonged smoking; third, asking for the
respondent's personal belief about the likelihood of
developing lung cancer from prolonged smoking. Like-
lihood was rated using a five-point Likert-like scale
ranging from "very likely" to "not possible."

Respondents were then asked a parallel set of
questions about HIV transmission from the following:
(a) casual contact such as shaking hands or kissing on
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"Mistrust of the government and the medical community, the
primary sources of AIDS information, can be detrimental to AIDS
prevention efforts."

the cheek, (b) sharing utensils such as plates, forks, or
glasses, (c) use of public toilets, (d) exposure to mos-
quitoes or other insects, (e) being treated by a dentist,
and (f) being treated by a doctor.

In addition, using the same five-point scale respon-
dents were asked about the likelihood of an AIDS vac-
cine becoming available in the next 10 years.

Data analysis. We compared the mean reliability rat-
ings of the three information sources by sex, ethnicity,
and educational level, using analyses of variance to
assess significance.

Since the CDC is the main government agency
that produces and disseminates educational materials
on HIV/AIDS issues, we used chi-square tests to look
at sociodemographic differences between those who
said they had heard of the CDC and those who said
they had not. For those who had heard of the CDC, xwe
compared mean reliability ratings of the CDC by
respondents' self-reported sex, "racial" or ethnic group,
and educational level using analysis of variance.

We recoded reliability ratings of the CDC into
three categories: high reliability corresponded to
scores from 8 through 10 on a scale of 10; moderate
reliability included the middle range of scores (4
through 7); and low reliability included the lowest
three ratings (1-3). We used analyses of covariance to
assess how different levels of perceived reliability of
the CDC controlling for sex, ethnicity, and educa-
tion were related to beliefs. Finally, paired t-tests
were conducted to assess significant differences
between a respondent's own belief and what he or she
thought the medical experts say within each category
of reliability.

RESULTS

Sample. We analyzed data for the 1622 respondents
who completed the National Planning Survey. The
sample was 51.4% male, and the mean age was 40.2
years (standard deviation = 12.5). A large majority
(80.9%) described themselves as white, 9.9% as black,
5.3% as Hispanic, and 1.7% as Asian/Pacific Islander.
By self-report, 9.7% of the sample did not graduate
from high school, 33.2% were high school graduates,
26.8% had some college, 18.0% wxere college graduates,
and 12.3% had some postgraduate education. Gener-
ally, the sample distributions reflect those of the target
population the national adult population ages 18 to
65 years residing in the 48 contiguous states however,
the sample reported a higher level of education.
According to the 1990 Census, only 20.3% of adults
ages 25 and older have a baccalaureate degree or more
education,'6 while 30% of the survey respondents were
in this category.

Familiarity with and perceived reliability of offi-
cial sources. Nearly all (94%) respondents had heard
of the Surgeon General; a little over three-fourths (78%)
had heard of the CDC. No differences in awareness of
the CDC's existence were found by sex. However, only
about half (52.3%) of Hispanic respondents had heard
of the CDC, compared with 79.9% of white respon-
dents and 75.8% of black respondents (X2 = 36.1 1, P <
0.001). These significant differences by ethnicity per-
sisted in subgroup analyses by educational level (high
school graduates x2 = 15.51, P < 0.001; college gradu-
ates X2 = 13.75, P < 0.001;) Awareness of the CDC
increased with increasing levels of education: 46.7% of
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those wvith less than an eighth grade education and
93.0% of those with post-graduate education had heard
of the CDC (x2 = 114.84, P <0.001) (Table 1).

The CDC had the highest overall reliability rating,
followed by the Surgeon General, with state health
departments rated least reliable. Reliability ratings dif-
fered across sociodemographic categories (Table 1). As
a group, women rated the reliability of all three agen-
cies higher than men. The reliability ratings of both the
CDC and the Surgeon General were highest among
those with at least a college degree.

Beliefs about HIV/AIDS transmission. Prior to
being asked what their own beliefs were regarding
transmission, respondents were asked whether they
had heard what experts had said and what they believed
that information to be. Approximately half of the
respondents said that they did not knowv what the
experts had to say about each of the following: casual

contact, utensils, public toilets, and insects. This find-
ing was consistent when we controlled for ethnicity,
sex, or educational level. (Note: This may be attribut-
able to the way the question was phrased respondents
may have thought they were being asked whether there
was any "news" regarding the topic.)

When asked about whether they were awvare of the
view of medical experts with regard to transmission
through an infected dentist or doctor, the frequencies of
"yes" responses were dramatically higher; more than 80%
said they were aware of expert opinion about transmis-
sion through a dentist, and 60% said they wxere aware of
expert opinion about transmission through a doctor.

We found differences in beliefs regarding transmis-
sion when responses were grouped according to the per-
ceived reliability of the CDC, even when we controlled
for sex, ethnicity, and educational level. (See Table 2 for
results of ANCOVA.) Respondents wxho saw the CDC
as less reliable consistently reported transmission via all
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"Researchers need to devise strategies that distinguish between
what people say they 'know' and what they actually believe."

of the casual modes (casual contact, utensils, toilets,
insects) as well as by an infected dentist as more likely
than those who attributed higher reliability to the CDC.
(Interestingly, the majority of respondents believed
transmission via doctor or dentist to be at least some-
what likely. This is probably due to the wide media
attention given to a case in wNhich a patient claimed to
have been infected by a dentist.) People wNho gave the
CDC the highest reliability rating tended to rate the
likelihood of transmission by casual modes as relatively
lowv, in keeping with currently held expert opinion.

Across all levels of trust in the CDC, the majority of
respondents believed an HIV/AIDS vaccine would be
available in the next 10 years.

We used paired t-tests to compare respondents' per-
ceptions of how medical experts would rate the likeli-
hood of transmission and how they rated the likelihood
of transmission for each of the scenarios presented.
Within each level of perceived reliability of the CDC,
we found significant differences between respondents'
own beliefs and their perception of expert opinion
(except with regard to the likelihood of vaccine devel-
opment) among respondents who reported both their
own beliefs and their perceptions of expert opinion.
(See Table 3.) Regardless of perceptions about the reli-
ability of the CDC, the mean ratings of the respon-
dents' perceptions of expert opinion about the likeli-
hood of transmission were higher than the mean ratings
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of respondents' own beliefs regarding the likelihood of
transmission. The majority (77.4%) of respondents
rated the likelihood of a vaccine being developed
within 10 years as "somewhat" or "very" likely; similarly,
61.8% thought that experts would say that it was
somewhat" or "very" likely that a vaccine would be
developed within 10 years.

D I S CU S S I 0 N

Awareness of government entities and the perception of
their credibility differed across demographic groups.
While the overall credibility ratings of the three entities
were relatively high, the CDC and the Surgeon General
were generally seen as more credible than state health
agencies. The relatively high rating of the Surgeon
General given by the Hispanic respondents (Table 1)
may be related to the fact that, at the time of this study,
this post was filled by a Latina physician, Antonia Nov-
ello, NID. Nearly half of Hispanic respondents indi-
cated that they had not heard of the CDC, compared to
about a quarter of black respondents and about one-
fifth of whites.

We also found educational level to be an important
factor in awareness of the CDC. The association
betwveen higher educational levels and more trust in the

CDC might be explained by a stronger identification
with formal institutions of people who are part of the
"establishment" than among those who feel disenfran-
chised. The highest reliability rating for the state
health departments wvas from those with the least for-
mal education. 'IThis may reflect respondents' familiarity
with and exposure to this institution. Agencies, thus,
may want to consider ways of enhancing their visibil-
ity for example, by promoting people who are per-
ceived as credible by diverse constituencies.

'T'he distinctions between respondents' own beliefs
and those they believe to be held by experts has both
methodological and public health implications. First,
finer distinctions need to be made when asking people
about their knowledge and beliefs regarding HIV or any
health issue. Researchers need to devise strategies that
distinguish between what people say they "knowv" and
what they actually believe since this distinction may be
crucial to the adoption of recommended preventive
behaviors or public support of non-discriminatory poli-
cies. By implication, educational programs based on
the assumption that if people are able to repeat mes-
sages they in fact believe them may be operating on a
misleading premise.

Second, the discrepancy found between people's
own beliefs and what they perceive that experts
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believe-even among those who express high levels of
trust in official agencies requires further explana-
tion. Risk perception researchers suggest non-experts
tend to interpret the magnitude of risk differently
from experts.''-" People's fears of diseases such as
AIDS are not easily alleviated by experts' assurances
about low probabilities of casual transmission.2"

Finally, perceptions about HIV/AIDS and other
public health problems are clearly affected by media
coverage. Media reports of the case of Kimberly
Bergalis, who may have been infected through her
dentist, raised fears across the nation2' despite exten-
sive coverage of official reassurances that such trans-
mission is highly unlikely.22 Having the mass media
pay attention to particular risks, suggest some
researchers, may raise public concerns about the risk.
Further, it has been suggested that public concern
increases as the media provide more technical infor-

mation about a controversy, even if the information is
thought by experts to be reassuring.23

In general, respondents to this study seemed to
believe that medical experts underestimate or doxvn-
play the risk of HIV/AIDS infection. Predictably,
though, the responses of those who rated the CDC as
more reliable tended to be closer to what was seen as
the official position. Obviously, the perceived credibil-
ity of sources is a key factor in people's willingness to
accept expert opinion. The discrepancy between what
people believe and what they think experts say has
important methodological implications as well as
implications for the design of effective health infor-
mation campaigns.

The authors thank Janine Jason, MD, Karen Wooten, Eileen Gentry, and
Galen Cole, PhD, of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for
making the dataset available and for technical assistance.
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