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Trust
(Winterllan
et al 2022)

• “is an anticipatory mental state

• in which positive expectations are held 

• about the behavior and intentions of another person, 
institution, or system, 

• allowing one to rely on others despite a certain vulnerability or 
risk.”



Trust
(Winterllan et 

al 2022)

• “Because of their bounded understanding 
of science, citizens inevitably must trust in 
science (or scientists as representatives of 
that system)…

• Even though this might be risky.”



Questions

1. Is ”trust in science” high or low?

2. Has “trust in science” changed in recent 
years?

3. Is low “trust in science” a sign of ignorance?



Answers

1. Trust in science is high.

2. This “trust” has declined…but the decline is 
not science-specific.

3. Partisanship, rather than ignorance, is the 
predominant factor. 



Data Inclusion 
Criteria

• For 5-year, 20-year and 40-year time trend 
data:

• Multi-year nationally representative 
surveys of the United States 
population. 

• AAPOR Transparency Initiative
standards or equivalent at time of 
collection 
(https://www.aapor.org/transparency
_initiative.htm).

• Other studies must meet comparable 
standards.

https://www.aapor.org/transparency_initiative.htm


Public Confidence in Scientists to act 
in the best interests of the public

2016-2021

Pew Research Center 
2022



High confidence 
in three groups, 
with a decline in 

2021



Trust in science 
is higher than 
other groups 



The 2020-2021 
drop correlates 

with partisanship.



Today, partisan 
trust differences 
are larger than 
education trust 

differences

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
~ 8 percent difference in college grad/~
~25 percent difference in Rep/Dem



5-year
Conclusions

• Trust in science is high.

• Trust has declined 
• but the decline is not specifically about science.

• Partisanship is a predominant factor. 



Partisan trust gap changes in 
leaders of institutions

2000-2021

National Opinion Research Center/AP 
2022



>90% Americans have some or a great deal of confidence 
in the scientific community



Growing Partisan Gap



Trust in medicine follows a similar pattern.



Trust in other 
measured  
institutions is 
lower…and 
often declining



20-year
Conclusions

• Trust in science is high.

• Trust has declined for some
• but the decline is not specifically about science.

• There is a partisan “trust” gap…



Trust Trends in leaders of 
institutions 1970-2014

Henry E Brady and Thomas Kent (UC Berkeley). 2020.
“Increasing Polarization Since 1970 in Trust for 

American Non-Political Institutions”



Trust in [knowledge] shifted left.Relative Trust in “Knowledge” Institutions are Heading Towards Seattle



40-year 
Conclusions

• Trust in science is high.

• There is a growing partisan “trust” gap
• But the gap is not science-specific.



The Role of Knowledge

Dan Kahan. 2015. “Climate Science Communication and the 
Measurement Problem.”

Aaron M. McCright, Katherine Dentzman, Meghan Charters, and 
Thomas Dietz. 2013. “The Influence of Political Ideology on Trust in 

Science.”



Design

• Respondents asked questions about 18 science facts.
• Answers aggregated to form an “Ordinary Science Intelligence” Scale (OSI).
• About politically controversial science topics, he then asks..

• what respondents believe.
• what respondents think scientists believe.



Questions Used to Form OSI



OSI tracks science fact knowledge

A positive slope is the baseline expectation.



For many issues, religion does not affect response. 

But for evolution, more 
knowledgeable “believe” less.



Most people who say that they “don’t believe” in evolution know what scientists believe 



Nisbett, Cooper and Garrett 2015

• “Demonizing [conservatives] by claiming they have an insurmountable 
psychological deficit… is not empirically justified.”

• and is…“ironically—contributing to the very political polarization of 
science…”



Trust…

• “Because of their bounded understanding of science, citizens inevitably 
must trust in science (or scientists as representatives of that system)…

• Even though this might be risky.”

• COMMON FINDING: Many people who report not trusting in science, 
know what we believe.



Trust in Science Survey 2022

Annenberg Public Policy Center



Public high on “competence”, less certain about values (Percent agree)

2022 (A) 2020 (B)

Scientists in general are competent 78 79

Scientists in general are trustworthy 66 69

Scientists in general share my values 46 49

Scientists in general feel superior to others 42 41



Trust
(Winterllan et al 2022)

• “is an anticipatory mental state 

• in which positive expectations are held 

• about the behavior and intentions of 
another person, institution, or system, 

• allowing one to rely on others despite a 
certain vulnerability or risk.”
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