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Because every scientific endeavor is entangled with social and cultural threads, as one can observe in the public 
discussion about climate changes, it is critical to understand how the general audience is making sense of the 
messages conveyed in the media and in everyday talks about science. In this communication, we report on how 
general audience is making sense of the deep-sea - a cutting-edge scientific topic often described as the last frontier 
[1]. In the context of the exploratory FCT funded I SEA project - focused on communicating and evaluating science 
communication in informal spaces through non-obtrusive methods - we aimed at mapping people’s attitudes, 
perceptions and social representations on deep-sea. Also, we wanted to understand the relationship between socio-
demographic and psycho-sociological variables with the semantic field of the social representations [2]. Through a 
snowball sampling, we recruited 315 participants - 217 (68.9%) females and 95 (30.2%) males (3 missing cases) to fill 
a questionnaire with three sections: (1) free association questions about deep-sea, among other stimuli; (2) multiple-
choice questions on reported significance and perceived risk about deep-sea (3) an attitudinal scale on the deep-sea. 
Data were analyzed with IBM SPSS Statistics (version 26) for factorial and reliability analysis, Iramuteq (version 0.7) 
for prototypical and similitudes analysis and DtmVic (version 6.0) for correspondence analysis. The internal structure 
of the attitudinal scale revealed three dimensions: economic exploration (M = 2.39, SD = 0.80); preservation (M = 
4.34, SD = 0.50), and scientific exploration (M = 3.80, SD = 0.68). Pollution (M = 4.83, SD = 0.50), garbage (M = 4.83, 
SD = 0.50) and climate change (M = 4.52, SD = 0.80) were perceived as great threats to the deep-sea. The social 
representation of the deep-sea seems to be on its first stages of construction given that it is not possible to properly 
differentiate which words are the best candidates to the core of the representation. As for the semantic field of 
deep-sea, it was structured on two axes - one opposing known to unknown, the other opposing emotions to reason. 
The conjugation of these factors resulted in four dimensions: the image of the surface of the sea; leisure; fear; and 
finally, scientific and technological developments. The positioning of the illustrative variables in these quadrants 
showed they are relevant for understanding the way people are making sense of deep-sea. For example, while on 
the surface quadrant participants were characterized by an educational level up to secondary and by considering 
fishing a moderate threat to the deep-sea, on the fear quadrant we find participants who hold a graduation degree, 
are highly engaged with science communication activities and do not consider research a threat to the deep-sea. 
Results are significant to better understand how the general audience is dealing with new scientific topics, about 
which they might have to make important political decisions. It suffices to remind how deep-sea ecosystems, like 
hydrothermal vents, are unique, fragile and rich. In hydrothermal vents scientific, economic and preservations goals 
meet. The I SEA project results urge for the development of new ecological paradigms [3], where sustainability needs 
to be rethought in order to cope with the entangled nature of socio-scientific challenges.  
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