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ABSTRACT 

ENTERTAINMENT AND SCIENCE CONTENT IN SHARK WEEK – VIEWER 

PERCEPTIONS AND ATTITUDINAL OUTCOMES 

Lauren Back 

George Mason University, 2021 

Thesis Director: Dr. Christopher Clarke 

 

Over the last thirty years, Discovery Channel has run a weeklong special called Shark 

Week, which features researchers, celebrity guests, and shark experts. Throughout that 

time, there has been a significant shift in content from science content to entertainment 

content, causing distrust within both the scientific and audience communities. The aim of 

this research project was to see two things - first, do Shark Week viewers view the 

influence and credibility of Shark Week’s science content and entertainment content 

differently; second, does such content, in terms of its perceived influence and credibility, 

influence shark-related attitudes? A survey was administered to Shark Week viewers (n = 

393) using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Viewers were able to differentiate the 

science content from entertainment content, labeling science content as more credible. 

That said, entertainment content was seen as having more of an influence on Shark Week 

content, though. Additionally, science content was positively associated with (pro-shark) 

behavior and policy support; the more influence people felt such content had, the more 
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positive their (pro-shark) behavior and policy support. No associations were found 

between entertainment credibility or influence and shark attitudes. These findings 

reaffirmed my contribution to existing research on this topic along with (potential) 

practical implications. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 1975 blockbuster film, Jaws - famous for its tagline, “You’ll never go in the 

water again” - has played an important role, along with media coverage broadly, in how 

we view sharks. In the same vein that Jaws has been labeled the antagonist of sharks, 

Discovery Channel’s Shark Week has arguably been their savior. Shark Week has 

captivated audiences for more than thirty years since its launch in July 1988, providing a 

week-long mix of scientific content (i.e., research on sharks, scientist guest hosts, and 

testimonials from shark conservation experts etc.) and entertainment content (i.e., shark 

attack reenactments, celebrity guest stars, and mockumentaries). Despite the importance 

of the former, which scientists and others argue is beneficial for spreading the word on 

shark conservation, there has been a significant amount of attention to the latter 

especially over the last few years with arguments from scientists and viewers alike that 

there has been a shift in content from science to entertainment (Feldman, 2019). Such a 

shift may serve to keep attracting audiences, but scientists and others argue that is both 

inappropriate and akin to misinformation (Fink, 2019). This shift from science to 

entertainment-based content also raises several interesting and important research 

questions related to whether people recognize it and what the potential effects may be in 

terms of Shark Week’s influence on shark-related attitudes. 
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A number of studies have examined shark portrayal within news media in general, 

and Shark Week in particular (Forman, 2019), along with how such content shapes public 

perception of sharks (Myrick & Evans, 2014). One area where my study is unique is the 

emphasis on science and entertainment-based Shark Week content, not the program as a 

whole. Overall, the goals of the thesis are two-fold. First, I examine how people view the 

credibility of science and entertainment content within Shark Week as well as the amount 

of influence each one has in shaping the type of programs Shark Week airs. In particular, 

I test for potential differences in influence and credibility between the two types of 

content. Second, I explore how the perceived credibility and influence of science and 

entertainment content influence viewers’ shark-related attitudes - in particular, shark-

related behavior and policy support. Both areas are explored via an online survey (N = 

393) of Shark Week viewers recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk, with potential 

implications for research on Shark Week content and effects. 

The why of this study is simple but important: to continue developing an 

understanding of how media like Shark Week are impacting public perceptions of sharks; 

and how it impacts their willingness to participate in conservation activities. Knowing 

these things allows for further development of better practices as they relate to shark 

conservation and educating the public.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Shark Week Background: Science and Entertainment Content 

Shark Week first premiered on the Discovery Channel in July 1988, with a goal of 

emphasizing the importance of sharks to the ecosystem and reducing unwarranted fear of 

sharks (Feldman, 2019). Science content was, and to an extent still is, a key part of Shark 

Week programming. For this study, I define “science content” as programs devoted to 

shark research, conservation, biology, ecology, and similar matters that feature scientists 

as the program host. A few notable scientists were Greg Skomal, Chris Fallows, and 

Craig O’Connell. Featured shows include Air Jaws, which was so popular it was used in 

multiple seasons. However, over the years social media has been abuzz with scientists 

and the public alike remarking about an increased emphasis on entertainment content, 

which I define as programs that focus on shark attack re-enactments, “mockumentaries” 

and similar matters that are not specifically science-based and that feature celebrities and 

other non-scientists as hosts. (Celebrity hosts in recent years include Shaq, Michael 

Phelps, and Mike Tyson, among others). Mockumentaries in this instance are productions 

that are made to look like real, factual documentaries, but are in fact fictional and 

produced for entertainment purposes. A recent example from Shark Week involves 

Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps “racing” a computerized shark. 

In order to create content that viewers choose to engage with, there is a constant 

struggle in the production industry to balance scientific values with the public’s need for 

excitement, oftentimes leading to exaggeration of the episode (Heyman, 2003). A study 
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by Suzannah Evans found that Shark Week began incorporating more science-focused 

content after 2010 but continued to describe sharks as ‘violent killers’ in recent years 

(2015).  However, scientists and others argue via social media that the increase of 

entertainment content within Shark Week programming is both inappropriate and 

potentially a source of shark misinformation (Fink, 2019). For instance, Evans (2015) 

described Shark Week as more factual following their partnership with conservation 

groups in 2010 but did not fact-check a majority of the programming. Several shark 

experts take to social media year after year to clarify information within that season that 

is false or misrepresented, like David Shiffman (Thaler & Shiffman, 2015). Moreover, 

shark experts have taken to Twitter during the program to live-tweet mistakes, 

corrections, or their own thoughts and opinions on a given episode (Thaler & Shiffman, 

2015).  Some shark scientists have also banded together to discuss the best mitigation 

strategies for dispelling misinformation from Shark Week and other programs. These 

researchers “see a clearly defined role for the practicing scientist to engage with the 

proliferation of bad science, pseudoscience, and fake science…to ensure that the best 

available knowledge reaches the largest possible audience.” (Thaler & Shiffman, 2015).  

Perceived Influence and Credibility of Science and Entertainment Content 

As noted above, both science and entertainment content have become important 

Shark Week programmatic elements, with the latter generating especially strong reactions 

and concerns pertaining to information quality and accuracy. Less clear, however, is how 

Shark Week viewers perceive such content in terms of credibility and influence on Shark 

Week programming. 
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In this study, is the perceived impact viewers think such content, whether science 

or entertainment, has on SW programming overall (e.g., what SW producers choose to 

air). There is a suspected difference in perceived influence between science content and 

entertainment content because the science content often serves as factual information, 

explaining science to the viewer.  

I therefore propose the following hypothesis: 

• H1: Shark Week viewers will perceive a greater influence of entertainment content on 

Shark Week programming than science content.  

Perceived credibility of information, whether the content itself or the source from 

which it derives, is fundamental to understanding media effects specifically and 

persuasion more broadly. The message credibility definition came from a study by 

Roberts (2010). Roberts notes that message credibility involves the extent to which an 

audience believes the message (2010). Historically, communicators with higher 

credibility exude more confidence and attitudes based on the receiver’s self-validation 

(Clark & Evans, 2014). So, the source credibility may cause a receiver of the message to 

validate their own opinions and stay stuck in their original thoughts if they view the 

source as not credible (Clark & Evans, 2014). Message and source credibility being high 

has a greater potential for changing attitudes. This makes it crucial for a source to be 

deemed as credible for the advocacy to take effect on the message receiver (Clark & 

Evans, 2014).  In short, research clearly shows that the more credible the source and/or 

message, the more likely persuasion is to occur.  
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In this study, I used Roberts’s scale, a 5-item measure of message credibility – 

whether the information was: fair or unfair, unbiased or biased, tells or does not tell a 

complete story, accurate or inaccurate, and can or cannot be trusted. I expect to see a 

difference between science content and entertainment content’s perceived credibility – 

that is, higher credibility for the former versus the latter. Science content on Shark Week 

is hosted by scientists, and the Pew Research Center noted that public confidence in 

scientists (arguably similar to credibility) has been stable for decades, with 87% of 

Americans having either a “great deal” or “fair amount” of confidence in scientists to act 

in the best interests of the public. Also, scientists are the second highest rated group in 

terms of confidence, second only to medical scientists and ahead of the press, elected 

leaders, and business leaders, among others (Funk & Kennedy, 2020). 

Entertainers/celebrities, who tend to host entertainment programs on Shark Week, were 

not part of the list, but we expect this pattern to nonetheless hold. I therefore propose the 

following hypothesis: 

• H2: Shark Week views will view science content as more credible than entertainment 

content. 

Influence/Credibility of Science and Entertainment Content and Shark Attitudes 

Beyond how people view the influence and credibility of science and 

entertainment-based Shark Week content is how such views impact attitudes toward 

sharks – in particular, shark-related behavior and policy support.  

News media coverage of sharks in general (and shark attacks in particular) are 

certainly a common fixture especially in the summer months – a pattern going back 



 

 

7 

 

decades, from the film Jaws (perhaps the first instance of a truly negative portrayal of 

sharks; Francis, 2012) to 2001’s “Summer of the Shark” (featuring several well-covered 

shark attacks in the U.S.; McComas, 2006) to more recent headlines from the past few 

years (see Figures 1 and 2). 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Taken from the Washington Post.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2018/04/16/warm-ocean-waters-

bring-an-unwelcome-resident-to-the-outer-banks-bull-sharks/ 

 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2018/04/16/warm-ocean-waters-bring-an-unwelcome-resident-to-the-outer-banks-bull-sharks/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2018/04/16/warm-ocean-waters-bring-an-unwelcome-resident-to-the-outer-banks-bull-sharks/
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Figure 2. Taken from Fox News. 

https://www.foxnews.com/us/hawaii-shark-attack-leaves-california-man-dead-witness-

says-skin-just-torn-off 

 

 

Furthermore, such news content can play an important role in how people view 

and act toward sharks – outcomes that speak to a rich literature on news media effects 

pertaining to the environment (Boykoff, 2007) and a variety of media effects theories that 

suggest how news media heighten the importance, accessibility, and evaluation of a topic 

both in the short-term and long-term (Besley & Shanahan, 2005; Besley & Oh, 2014; 

Tewksbury et al., 2014). Interestingly, shark-specific media effects are a mix of positive 

and negative. Francis (2012), for instance, pointed out that Jaws inspired hundreds of 

fishing tournaments to kill sharks, with fishermen even bombing the ocean attempting to 

kill as many sharks as possible (Francis, 2012). Francis argued that “the accompanying 

sensationalist media accounts of sharks as ‘man-eaters’ reinforced the fear of an attack in 

the eyes of the general public” (p. 47).  Evans and Myrick (2014), moreover, tested how 

shark-on-human violence on Shark Week along with celebrity endorsers influenced 

“audiences’ emotional reactions, threat perceptions, willingness to support conservation, 

https://www.foxnews.com/us/hawaii-shark-attack-leaves-california-man-dead-witness-says-skin-just-torn-off
https://www.foxnews.com/us/hawaii-shark-attack-leaves-california-man-dead-witness-says-skin-just-torn-off
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and intentions to seek information” (Myrick & Evans, 2014). They found that such shark-

on-human violence and presence of a PSA influence fear reactions and perceived threat 

of shark attacks.  

By contrast, O’Bryhim and Parsons (2015) found that males, members of 

environmental groups, and viewers of shark documentaries and Shark Week all showed 

higher levels of knowledge about sharks. They also noted that Shark Week “can play a 

significant role in promoting conservation, but unfortunately media coverage of sharks 

has been controversial recently with the airing of several non-factual, fake 

documentaries.” Moreover, McCagh, Sneddon, and Blache (2015) found that news media 

coverage of the Western Australian government’s decision to deploy drum lines to catch 

and kill sharks perceived to be a threat to public safety “reflected the unidirectional 

correlation between the public and policy makers, [as] there appeared to be a correlation 

between public pressure and the decision to deploy drum lines” (p. 271). They also noted 

that “the reflective role the media played in the drum line debate was evident in their use 

of prescriptive and emotive language about human–shark incidents, and the use of two 

opposing frames: anthropocentric and conservation” (p. 271). Ultimately, the government 

decided to abandon the nets following backlash from the public. 

Based on evidence provided, I expect to find that perceived influence and 

credibility of Shark Week science and entertainment content will influence shark 

attitudes. This is because credibility impacts persuasion in general, as noted earlier. 

Roberts argues that reporters and media are in the business of influence, and that 

although credibility is not the only piece of influence, it is part of the puzzle (Roberts, 
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2010). This fact could allow viewers to interpret false information as accurate, changing 

how they view sharks and their attitude towards them. With shark scientists noting 

misinformation during Shark Week’s entertainment focused content, I presume that 

believing that such content is credible and has influence on Shark Week programming 

will negatively impact public opinion of sharks. By contrast, believing that the scientific 

content is credible and has influence on Shark Week programming would positively 

impact their opinion of sharks. Therefore, I hypothesize the following: 

• H3: Perceived credibility of science-based Shark Week content will be positively 

associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy support.  

• H4: Perceived influence of science-based Shark Week content will be positively 

associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy support.  

• H5: Perceived credibility of entertainment-based Shark Week content will be 

negatively associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy support.  

• H6: Perceived influence of entertainment-based Shark Week content will be 

negatively associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy support.  
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METHODS 

Sample 

 

I fielded a Qualtrics survey on via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform (MTurk), 

a crowdsourcing platform whereby members of the public can take surveys and complete 

other tasks in exchange for compensation. I fielded the survey in early March 2021, with 

a goal of 400 completed responses from people who indicated (via a filter question) that 

they had watched Shark Week at any point. I offered $0.7 in compensation per completed 

survey. The final sample consisted of 393 participants (47 were filtered out because they 

responded that they had not viewed Shark Week). Sample demographics included: age 

(21-75 years; M = 39.04, SD = 11.30), gender (52% male, 36.6% female, 11.4% other), 

race (73.2% White), and education (55.5% with a four-year degree or beyond). All 

procedures were approved by George Mason University’s Institutional Review Board. 

Measures 

Dependent Variable (Shark Attitudes) - The dependent variable was a series of 

five questions adapted from Myrick and Evans (2014) that asked participants how likely 

they were to do the following: participate in shark diving activities, donate money to an 

organization lobbying for policies to help protect sharks, sign a petition asking your 

representative to vote for shark conservation legislation, discuss the issue of shark 

conservation with family and/or friends, and forward a link about shark conservation to 

others (Myrick & Evans, 2014). These questions were asked on a Likert scale from 1 
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(very unlikely) to 5 (very likely) and averaged together (M= 4.22, SD= 1.12, α = 0.857), 

with higher values indicating a greater likelihood of engaging in those activities.  

Independent Variables 

Science Content Credibility. The 5-item Roberts (2010) message credibility 

scale was used with a 6-point Likert scale. Participants were asked how believable, 

accurate, trustworthy, biased, and complete they considered the following types of Shark 

Week content to be: scientific research on sharks and programs with scientists as the 

hosts. An averaged scale was created (M= 4.99, SD= 0.78, α =0.902).  

Entertainment Content Credibility. The 5-item Roberts (2010) message 

credibility scale was used with a 6-point Likert scale. Participants were asked how 

believable, accurate, trustworthy, biased, and complete they considered the following 

types of Shark Week content to be: shark attack content and programs with celebrities as 

hosts. An averaged scale was created (M= 4.10, SD= 0.95, α =0.894). 

Influence of Science Content. Participants were asked how much influence they 

felt the following elements had on the types of content Shark Week presented (1 = no 

influence at all; 5 = a great deal of influence): the scientific value of the programs (M= 

3.68, SD= 1.01).  

Influence of Entertainment Content. Participants were asked how much 

influence they felt the following elements had on the types of content Shark Week 

presented (1 = no influence at all; 5 = a great deal of influence): the ability of programs to 

attract advertisers, ability to get celebrities to host the program, and the “shock value” of 

the programs (such as content about shark attacks) (M= 3.94, SD= 0.79, α= 0.702).  
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Covariates/Control Variables 

Shark Week viewing frequency. Participants were asked how often they had 

watched Shark week over the following time periods using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 

(never/not at all) to 5 (very frequently): 2006-2012 (M = 3.25; SD = 1.24), 2012-2013 (M 

= 3.39; SD = 1.05), and 2020 (M= 2.89; SD= 1.37). The higher the number, the more 

frequently the participants watched Shark Week.  

Shark Week views. This scale was adapted from Myrick and Evans (2014) and 

measured, on a 6-point scale, if viewers agreed or disagreed that Shark Week programs in 

general are overdone, distorted, overblown, exaggerated, exploitative, and manipulated 

(M= 2.20, SD= 0.79, α= 0.908).   

Shark Knowledge. Participants were asked six questions to see if they recalled 

common facts about sharks, which were pulled from both Shark Week and other shark 

websites and coded as correct (1) or incorrect (0) (M= 3.78, SD= 1.34). Unlike other 

multi-item measures, this combined Knowledge scale was additive in nature rather than 

averaged.  

Demographics and Political Views. Variables included: age, gender (1 = male; 0 

= female or other), race (1 = white; 0 = African American, American Indian or Alaska 

Native, Asian, Hispanic/Latina, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or other), education 

(1= less than a high school diploma, 6= an advanced degree/beyond a 4-year college 

degree), political ideology (1 = very liberal; 5 = very conservative; M= 2.76, SD= 1.26), 

and political party affiliation (1 = strong Democrat; 7 = Strong Republican; M= 3.16, 

SD= 1.6).   
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RESULTS 

H1 examined whether Shark Week viewers would perceive a greater influence of 

entertainment content on Shark Week programming than science content. A paired-

sample t-test revealed a statistically significance difference between entertainment (M = 

3.94; SD = 0.79) and science content (M = 3.68; SD = 1.01), t(392) = -4.14, p = <.001, d 

= 0.29.  This hypothesis was supported. 

H2 examined whether or not Shark Week viewers would view science content as 

more credible than entertainment content. A paired-sample t-test revealed a statistically 

significance difference between entertainment (M = 4.10; SD = 0.95) and science content 

(M = 4.99; SD = 0.78), t(392) = 18.539, p = <0.001, d = 1.13.  This hypothesis was also 

supported. 

 

H3 and H4 examined whether the perceived credibility of science content and its 

perceived influence on Shark Week programming would be positively associated with 

(pro-shark) behavior and policy support, while H5 and H6 explored whether the 

perceived credibility of entertainment content and its perceived influence on Shark Week 

programming would be negatively associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy 

support. All four hypotheses were tested in a linear regression model with (pro-shark) 

behavior and policy support as the dependent variable and the four predictors described 

above as independent variables. Control variables included frequency of Shark Week 

watching and various demographic measures. Full model results are presented in Table 1 

below. The overall model was significant, F(15, 374 = 9.405, p < 0.001, r2 adjusted = 
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0.245. Perceived credibility of science content (b = 0.040, p = 0.61) and entertainment 

content (b = 0.09, p = 0.19), along with the perceived influence of entertainment content 

on Shark Week programming (b = -0.008, p = 0.91), were not associated with (pro-shark) 

behavior and policy support. Therefore, H3, H5, and H6 were not supported. However, 

the perceived influence of science content on Shark Week programming (b = 0.12, p = 

0.03) was positively associated with (pro-shark) behavior and policy support; the more 

influence people felt such content had, the more positive their (pro-shark) behavior and 

policy support. Thus, H4 was supported. 
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Table 1 Regression Model Results 

 

Note: Significant unstandardized coefficients and p-values are bolded. 

 

Variables b p 

Perceived influence of science content on Shark Week programming 0.12 0.03* 

Perceived influence of entertainment content on Shark Week programming -0.008 0.91 

Message credibility – science content 0.04 0.61 

Message credibility – entertainment content 0.09 0.19 

Shark Week viewing frequency – 2006-2012 0.13 .004** 

Shark Week viewing frequency – 2013-2019 0.21 .002** 

Shark Week viewing frequency - 2020 0.17 <.001** 

Shark Week views 0.17 0.02* 

Shark Knowledge (0 = low knowledge; 6 = high knowledge) 0.47 0.22 

Age -.01 0.06 

Gender (0 = female; 1 = male) 0.07 0.5 

Education (1= less than a high school diploma, 6= an advanced 

degree/beyond a 4-year college degree) 

 

0.03 0.38 

Race (0 = African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, 

Hispanic/Latina, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or other; 1 = White) 

 

0.9 0.51 

Political ideology (1= very liberal; 5 = very conservative) -0.001 0.99 

Political party affiliation (1 = strong Democrat; 7 = Strong Republican) -0.08 .04* 

F(15, 374) = 9.405*** 

R2 (adjusted) = 0.245 

* p < 0.05   ** p < 0.01   *** p < 0.00 
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

While Discovery Channel’s Shark Week has always featured some combination of 

science-based content (featuring researchers, shark experts, etc.) and entertainment-based 

content (e.g., fictional content, celebrity guests, etc.) over its 30-year existence, an 

arguable shift over time from the former to the latter has raised questions about 

whether/how audiences evaluate both content types as well as their potential effects on 

shark attitudes. This thesis explored both areas. Its first goal was to examine whether 

viewers believe that entertainment-based content within Shark Week had a larger 

influence on Shark Week programming than science-based content. The second related 

goal was to understand if people assign more credibility to science-based content than 

entertainment-based content. Respondents felt that entertainment-based content exerted a 

stronger influence on Shark Week content/programming than science-based content, 

although the latter was seen as more credible. In future research I would propose 

analyzing Shark Week content to see if there was a change in the prevalence of science 

and entertainment content over time. Perhaps a future study could talk to Shark Week 

producers, to get a sense of whether they recognize a shift from science-based to 

entertainment-based content, and if so, potentials reasons, such as the need to balance 

science content with entertainment content that may attract more viewers.  

The third and final goal was to examine the association between perceived 

influence/credibility of both content types and Shark Week viewers’ attitudes toward 

sharks, especially policy support and behavior. Controlling for a variety of demographics 
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as well as Shark Week watching habits, greater perceived influence of scientific content 

was associated with stronger “pro-shark” attitudes. This could be due to any number of 

factors, like believing this content was more factual overall and thus feeling it provided a 

reason to support sharks.  

However, the perceived influence of entertainment content, perceived credibility of 

entertainment content, and the perceived credibility of science content did not influence 

shark attitudes. There are several reasons why these hypotheses were not supported. For 

the science content, viewers may already have an understanding of sharks and not rely on 

media to give them as much information as other sources. It’s also possible people don’t 

consider how they feel about entertainment content in forming attitudes about sharks. 

This could be due to tuning in purely for entertainment to start with, or not feeling like 

their views are changed by media.  

In terms of practical implications, what do these finding say about the ability of 

Shark Week to have a positive influence on shark attitudes? On one hand, the increasing 

influence of entertainment-based content over science-based content that viewers 

apparently recognize does not bode well for any positive impact Shark Week may have – 

a fact noted by other observers (Fink, 2019) and further reinforced by Evans and 

Myrick’s (2014) study. On the other hand, science-based content is still viewed as more 

credible than entertainment content, and the perceived influence of science content on 

Shark Week programming (but not that of entertainment content) was associated with 

pro-shark behavior and policy support. The latter finding, in particular, speaks to Shark 

Week’s potential to bolster shark attitudes and support for conservation (O’Bryhim & 
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Parsons, 2015). (How) might Shark Week continue to air – and promote – science-based 

content? Future research may involve interview or focus groups with shark 

scientists/researchers and Shark Week writers/producers on opportunities to further 

incorporate science-based content and the challenges of doing so. Moreover, 

collaborative endeavors between scientists and the entertainment industry, such as the 

Science and Entertainment Exchange (Science and Entertainment Exchange, 2021), could 

help further ensure an important role for science content in this important program. 

My study has several limitations. First, since my data was all collected at once, I 

can establish associations between the perceived credibility and influence of 

science/entertainment content in Shark Week and shark-related behavior/policy support, 

but I can’t say for sure that the former causes the latter. Second, viewers were not 

provided with any excerpts of science and/or entertainment content from Shark Week 

(unlike past studies like Myrick and Evans, 2015) and therefore relied solely on their 

memory of whether/how often they encountered such content. Participants may have had 

difficulty recalling specific instances of content in either or both area, which may have 

affected their answers. Future research could address this limitation in several ways, 

including first asking participants if they recall examples of such content and/or showing 

example clips in an experiment setting similar to Myrick and Evans’ approach. This 

would involve showing participants either entertainment or science-based Shark Week 

content and then assessing their shark attitudes. Participants could also partake in an 

interview debrief to further share their thoughts. Showing clips, moreover, would also 

allow me to establish causality among the variables of interest in this study. This study 
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would draw primarily on framing and priming literature in focusing on how such content 

influences how we view a topic (Tewksbury, 2014).  
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CONCLUSION 

In the beginning, Shark Week was focused heavily on helping their audience learn 

understand sharks and their unique place in the food chain as apex predators. Shark Week 

also aimed to provide educational information about sharks to viewers. Shark Week has 

served a pivotal role in the push for sharks to be more respected and has been a key 

player in pushing shark conservation forward. While this study served to find out if there 

was a potential shift from education to entertainment in the minds of viewers in terms of 

credibility and influence on programming. It also did prove that Shark Week has gotten it 

right a lot in terms of separating the science and entertainment content so that viewers 

could tell which episodes were predominately science focused.  

Discovering that the content has changed, but that viewers can still discern the 

difference between credible and not credible content is one step in the right direction. It 

was positive to see that science content was viewed as more credible than entertainment 

but disheartening to see that viewers also noticed a stronger influence of entertainment in 

overall Shark Week programming. From that though, only the perceived influence of 

science content influenced shark attitudes, which was positive. These findings contribute 

to research on how people evaluate media coverage of sharks generally and of Shark 

Week specifically, as well as the effects of such content on shark attitudes, with additional 

implications for Shark Week programming. 

With all that said though, I still have questions. Upon the completion of this 

project, I felt relief and excitement for a moment, and then immediately had even more 



 

 

22 

 

questions. There is so much potential for greater research studies into Shark Week and its 

effect on viewers. My study could help shape how Shark Week is programmed in the 

future, as well as aid viewers in understanding the importance of discerning fact from 

fiction.  
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APPENDIX: SURVEY 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research explores how people view the television program Shark Week. If you agree 

to participate, you will be asked to complete a survey about your opinion of this program. 

This survey will take approximately 10-12 minutes to complete.  

 

RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research other than those 

encountered in day-to-day life. 

 

BENEFITS 

There are no direct benefits to you as a participant.  

 

COMPENSATION Participants who are eligible to take the survey and complete the 

survey will receive 0.70 in compensation. 

 

ANONYMITY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 

The survey will be anonymous, and your identity will not be tied to your survey answers. 

While it is understood that no computer transmission can be perfectly secure, reasonable 

efforts will be made to protect the confidentiality of your transmission. Also, identifiers 

may be removed from the data, and the de-identified data could used for future research 

without additional consent from participants. 

 

PARTICIPATION 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 

any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you 

or any other party. 

 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted at George Mason University (IRBNet number: 

1313705-1). Lauren Back may be reached at lback@masonlive.gmu.edu for questions or 

to report a research-related problem. You may contact the George Mason University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office at (703) 993-4121 if you have questions or 

comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. 
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This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 

governing your participation in this research.  By clicking the continue button below, you 

are indicating that you are at least 18 years of age, have chosen to voluntarily participate 

in this survey and have read the information above. 

o Yes , I agree to participate  (1)  

o No, I do not agree to participate  (2)  

 

Skip To: End of Survey If RESEARCH PROCEDURES This research explores how people view the television 
program Shark Week. If... = No, I do not agree to participate 

 

Page Break  

Viewed SW Have you ever watched any part of Shark Week on the Discovery 

Channel or other media platforms? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Skip To: End of Survey If Have you ever watched any part of Shark Week on the Discovery Channel or other 
media platforms? = No 

 

Page Break  

 

Start of Block: Shark Week 
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Frequency of views How frequently do you watch Shark Week programs from the 

following time periods? 

 
Never/Not 

at all (1) 

Very 

Infrequently 

(2) 

Somewhat 

Infrequently 

(3) 

Somewhat 

Frequently 

(4) 

Very 

Frequently 

(5) 

2006-

2012 (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

2012-

2019 (3)  
o  o  o  o  o  

2020 (4)  o  o  o  o  o  
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Content watched How frequently do you watch Shark Week programs that focus on 

the following content? 

 
Never/Not 

at all (1) 

Very 

Infrequently 

(2) 

Somewhat 

Infrequently 

(3) 

Somewhat 

Frequently 

(4) 

Very 

Frequently  

(5) 

Shark 

Attacks (1)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Scientific 

research on 

sharks (3)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

celebrities 

as hosts (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

scientists as 

hosts (5)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Believability How believable or not believable do you find Shark Week programs that 

focus on the following content? 

 

Completel

y not 

believable 

(1) 

Somewha

t not 

believable 

(2) 

Slightly 

not 

believabl

e (3) 

Slightly 

believabl

e (4) 

Somewha

t 

believable 

(5) 

Very 

believabl

e (6) 

Shark 

Attacks 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

Scientific 

research 

on sharks 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

celebritie

s as hosts 

(3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

scientists 

as hosts 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

Page Break  
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Accuracy of content How accurate or inaccurate do you find Shark Week programs 

that focus on the following content? 

 

 

Completel

y 

Inaccurate 

(1) 

Somewha

t 

Inaccurate 

(2) 

Slightly 

Inaccurat

e (3) 

Slightly 

Accurat

e (4) 

Somewha

t Accurate 

(5) 

Completel

y Accurate 

(6) 

Shark 

Attacks 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

Scientific 

research 

on sharks 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

celebritie

s as hosts 

(3)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

scientists 

as hosts 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

Page Break  
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Trustworthiness How trustworthy or untrustworthy do you find Shark Week programs 

that focus on the following content? 

 

Completely 

Untrustwor

thy (1) 

Somewhat 

Untrustwor

thy (2) 

Slightly 

Untrustwor

thy (3) 

Slightly 

Trustwort

hy (4) 

Somewha

t 

Trustwort

hy (5) 

Complete

ly 

Trustwort

hy (6) 

Shark 

Attacks 

(4)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

Scientif

ic 

researc

h on 

sharks 

  

(5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Progra

ms with 

celebriti

es as 

hosts 

  

(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Progra

ms with 

scientist

s as 

hosts 

(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Bias How biased or unbiased do you find Shark Week programs that focus on…? 

 

 

 

Page Break  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Completely 

Biased (12) 

Somewhat 

Biased 

(13) 

Slightly 

Biased 

(14) 

Slightly 

Unbiased 

(15) 

Somewhat 

Unbiased 

(16) 

Completely 

Unbiased 

(17) 

Shark 

Attacks

  

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Scientific 

research 

on sharks

  

(5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

celebrities 

as hosts

  

(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

scientists 

as hosts 

(7)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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How complete or incomplete do you find Shark Week programs that focus on the 

following content?  
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Very 

Incomplet

e (1) 

Somewhat 

Incomplet

e (2) 

Slightly 

Incomplet

e (3) 

Slightly 

Complet

e (4) 

Somewha

t 

Complete 

(5) 

Very 

Complet

e (6) 

Shark 

Attacks 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  

Scientific 

research 

on sharks 

(4)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

celebritie

s as hosts

  

(5)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  

Programs 

with 

scientists 

as hosts 

(6)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Influence How much influence do you think the elements below play in the types of 

content Shark Week presents? 

 

No 

influence at 

all (1) 

Very little 

influence 

(2) 

Some 

influence 

(3) 

A moderate 

amount of 

influence 

(4) 

A great deal 

of influence 

(5) 

The 

scientific 

value of the 

programs (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  

The ability 

of programs 

to attract 

advertisers 

(2)  

o  o  o  o  o  

The ability 

to get 

celebrities to 

host the 

programs (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

The “shock 

value” of the 

programs 

(such as 

content 

about shark 

attacks) (4)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

Page Break  
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SW descriptions How much do you think the adjectives below describe Shark Week 

programs in general? 

 

Not at 

all/hardly at all 

(1) 

A little bit (2) 
A moderate 

amount (3) 

A great deal 

(4) 

Overdone (1)  o  o  o  o  

Distorted (2)  o  o  o  o  

Overblown (3)  o  o  o  o  

Exaggerated (4)  o  o  o  o  

Exploitative (5)  o  o  o  o  

Manipulated (6)  o  o  o  o  
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Recall knowledge Please select true or false for the following statements: 

 True (1) False (2) 

Sharks have smooth skin. 

(1)  
o  o  

Sharks all have the same 

types of teeth. (3)  
o  o  

Sharks have bones. (4)  o  o  

Sharks can go into trances. 

(5)  
o  o  

Sharks have been around 

for more than 450 million 

years (6)  
o  o  

Sharks have a sixth sense 

(10)  
o  o  

 

 

End of Block: Shark Week 
 

Start of Block: Entertainment versus Educational Content 

 

  



 

 

36 

 

 

Outside SW involvement How likely would you be to take the following actions? 

 
Very 

unlikely (1) 

Somewhat 

unlikely (2) 

Neither 

unlikely 

nor likely 

(3) 

Somewhat 

likely (4) 

Very 

likely (5) 

Participate in 

shark diving 

activities (8)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Donate 

money to an 

organization 

lobbying for 

policies to 

help protect 

sharks (11)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Sign a 

petition 

asking your 

representative 

to vote for 

shark 

conservation 

legislation 

(12)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Discuss the 

issue of shark 

conservation 

with family 

and/or friends 

(13)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Forward a 

link about 

shark 

conservation 

to others (14)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

End of Block: Entertainment versus Educational Content 
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Start of Block: Demographics 

 

Age What is your age? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Gender Please indicate your gender: 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o I identify as something else  (3)  

 

 

Page Break  

Race Please indicate your race (check all that apply) 

▢ White  (1)  

▢ Black or African American  (2)  

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  (4)  

▢ Asian  (5)  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (6)  

▢ Other race (please specify:)  (7) 

________________________________________________ 

 

 

Page Break  
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Hispanic or Latina? Do you consider yourself Hispanic or Latino/Latina/Latinx? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

Education What is the highest level of formal education you have completed? 

o Less than a high school diploma  (1)  

o High school degree or equivalent (e.g., GED)  (2)  

o Some college but no degree  (3)  

o Associate's/ 2-year degree  (4)  

o Bachelor's/4-year degree  (5)  

o An advanced degree beyond a 4-year degree  (6)  

 

 

Page Break  

Politics When it comes to politics, in general do you think of yourself as.... 

 

Very 

liberal 

(1) 

Somewhat 

liberal (2) 

Moderate/middle-

of-the-road (3) 

Somewhat 

conservative 

(4) 

Very 

conservative 

(5) 

Answer: 

(5)  
o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

Page Break  
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Democrat or Republic When it comes to politics, in general do you think of yourself 

as.... 

 

Strong 

Demo

crat 

(1) 

Demo

crat 

(4) 

Independent/l

eaning 

Democrat (5) 

Indepen

dent (6) 

Independent/l

eaning 

Republican 

(7) 

Republ

ican 

(13) 

Strong 

Republ

ican 

(14) 

Ans

wer: 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Completion code You have reached the end of the survey. Thank you for your time. 

 

 

The completion code is: SharksGMU2020 

 

End of Block: Demographics 
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