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A study of scientific attitude, is it a new normal

A Preliminary Survey Report

India like most countries faced and unprecedented pandemic, which is still haunting us. It has affected every
aspect of life. During crisis period both international and national scientific community rose to the occasion
and translated scientific information that was available and being generated almost on daily basis, into easy
understandable language and imparted to the policymakers, media persons and the general public.
However, the publics' receptivity and absorption for all usable information was also at its peak, due to the fact
that the virus SARS-CoV-19, was perceived as life threatening.

The response of anti-science forces was also expected. The myth, superstition, pseudo-scientific and
conspiracy churning mills also worked at their highest efficiency. In this highly charged and full of fear
atmosphere it was important to find out how common citizens have reacted to the information being
generated and communicated by the two sources, the scientific or anti-science. Could science compete and
establish its authority or it lost to the anti-science. In order to probe some of these issues, in collaboration with
ANHAD and PM Bhargava Foundation a group of scientists- Gauhar Raza, Surjit Singh, PVS Kumar &
Leena Dabiru —social activist, launched a survey based study.

It is important to find out what has been that role of, scientists, science communicators and information
channels, and to what extent they have been able to influence peoples' information level, scientific
knowledge and temper, belief system and perceptions leading to actions. In times of natural or manmade
disasters the efficacy of media channels increases many fold, but in such times it also important to find out
what information has been absorbed and what has been rejected by the public. Will it lead to a new normal
or the society will go back to the old one. Such a study will go far to prepare both society and policy makers to
prepare themselves for any future emergent situations.

The present study used survey research methods to gauge the extent of knowledge regarding the SARS-
CoV-2 virus and the disease it causes COVID-19 among a section of Indian population. About 3500 persons
were contacted requesting them to fill a semi-structured questionnaire during the month of May 2020, out of
which about 2780-(1694 English on line, about 586 Hindi online and 500 offline) responded to our call. The
data collection commenced on 7, May, 2020, and concluded on 21, May, 2020. The printed questionnaires
have not yet reached us from a few parts of the country. Those hand filled questionnaire will be included in
the final analysis after data inputting. Among the responses we obtained, the people from north India
represented the most (58% of the total), although we received responses from South, and North-eastern
regions as well. In total 27 provinces (States and Union Territories) were represented in the sample.
Respondents were predominantly male (62%), young graduates / post-graduates working in Service sector
(either government or private sector) —reflecting mostly an urban, middle class population of India.

Evidently, since the SARS-CoV-2, and its associated disease was designated as 'novel', the scientific
knowledge level of experts and the common citizens was not very different in the initial period. During this
vacuum of information vigorous efforts were made to spread both, the superstitions and pseudo science.
The data analysis clearly shows that overwhelming majority rejected the former and formed their opinion
base on scientific information which was communicated by the experts after proper research.

Surprisingly, most of the respondents (about 80%) cited internet as the sources of their information on Covid
-19 and the pathogen that causes this disease. TV scored the second most popular position as the source of
information. The knowledge regarding the pathogen — that it is a virus, which has bats as host reservoir and
that it originated in Wuhan, China - is quite prevalent among the respondents.

To find if the respondents believed in sections of media that Coronavirus is a bio-engineered, we asked them
on the origins of this virus, 42 percent thought that it has evolved through natural processes. One in three



respondents (31.9%) believed that it is manmade, and 24 percent reported that they do not know about this
matter.

Thanks to media blitz, eight among ten respondents could visually identify the shape of the virus correctly.

75% of the respondents were aware of the human-to-human transmission of the Coronavirus particularly
through the droplets ejected by sneezes and coughs of the infected persons.

The data analysis has shown that about 70 per cent of the respondents identified metal and plastic as two
surfaces on which they thought that the virus can survive for the longest period. A small percentage
mentioned as paper and wood as the surfaces on which the Coronavirus can survive.

About 80 percent of all respondent reported that they wash hands every time they touch a foreign object. A
further 10 per cent reported that they do not wash their hands, about 5 percent did not reply.

Knowledge about the incubation period and symptoms of the disease are also high among the respondents.
In the absence of a vaccine and curative medicine against Covid -19, about 90 % of the respondents
mentioned all the nonmedical public health containment strategies, such as, 'social distancing', 'use of
masks', 'use of sanitizers' and 'frequent washing of hands'.

The analysis revealed that 70 percent of all the respondents believed that they are at risk of contracting the

Covid -19.

About 64 per cent of all the respondents mentioned that they fear contracting Covid-19 when they go out in
the public, evidently the fear still loomed large at the time of survey. Surprisingly, the fear of death from this
disease is quite low among the respondents; about 85 % of the respondents thought infected persons can
recover from the symptoms of this disease.

Knowledge about testing for infection was also high among the respondents — about 70% of them
mentioned Swab Test/ PCR as the method.

Stigmatization and othering is a usual process in all epidemics throughout the world and from historical
times. We probed this aspect by asking respondents as to whom they would fix the responsibility for
spreading this disease in India. About 75 percent of the respondents clearly stated that, it has come with
those who have travelled into India from abroad.

A very small section about 4.9 per cent thought that it has been brought and spread into the country by
Tablighi Jamat, which is a religious organisation of Sunni Muslims. The campaign by many media channels
had failed to convince the majority. About 4.4 percent blamed the rich and 0.3 recent thought poor must be
blamed for spreading the scourge.

We inquired the respondents on their attitudes and experiences of the 'lockdown' imposed by the
Government of India — throughout the country. About 55 percent of all respondents thought that lockdown
has helped to overcome the pandemic. 'When asked about the biggest problem(s) they faced during the
lockdown, 24 per cent of all the respondents said that they did not face any problem. Of those who reported
the problems about 31 per cent said that restrictions on movements was the biggest problem, 22 per cent
reported that they lost the jobs and earnings, another 16 per cent said that procurement of groceries. A small
percentage (3.1%) of the respondents reported that they faced hunger and starvation during the lockdown.
Since the survey was conducted mainly online due to the lock down the voices of the most marginalized
have not been recorded.

Surprisingly, 88.7 per cent supported the closure of all religious places and 90 per cent thought that India
needs more hospitals than religious places of worship.

On the utility of social distancing, we asked the respondents if this measure would 'retard' or 'eradicate’ the
Covid -19. In their replies, about 72 percent of the respondents mentioned that this measure would 'Retard'.
Another 20 percent suggested that social distancing will eradicate the pandemic. About 80 percent of the
respondents thought that they will continue to adhere to safety measures that they have been practicing
during the lockdown.
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