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~opinion surveys are of critical importance to

olicymakers, interested professionals, and the general
g&hﬁc in many areas. With respect to AIDS, these poll
results are of special interest.

First. the disease is a new. mysterious, and deadly
entity. and surveys can tell us how the American people
respond to an unfolding medical threat. Second, as
public opinion about AIDS is shaped by the media, we
can learn from polls how the public’s perception can be
defined by the press. television. and radio. By March
1986. 98 percent of the public said they had heard or
read about AIDS. Butonly 2 to 6 percent, depending on
the exact date and wording of the question, indicated a
personal acquaintance with someone who was ill with
AIDS, whereas 25 percent said in December 1985 that
they had been “paying most attention recently” to sto-
ries about AIDS in the media. In fact, more people said
they were paying attention to stories about AIDS than to
any of the other seven topics listed. including hijackings
and the budget deficit; 72 percent reported hearing or
reading three or more stories about AIDS “in the last
seven days.” During the last six months of 1985, when
most of the surveys we discuss in this article were car-
ried out, the three networks were carrying an average of
almost twenty stories per month on AIDS in their even-
ing newscasts.’

Since June 1983, there have been at least nine nation
wide polls. as well as a few polls of specialized pop-
ulations. Americans were asked about their knowledge
of AIDS. how vulnerable they thought they were, what,
if anything. they were doing to protect themselves, and
what they thought the government should do. National
networks, major newspapers. weekly news magazines,
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