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SECTION 1:

Confidence in Scientific Leaders
Remains Relatively Stable

Percentage of U.S. Adults with a “Great Deal” of Confidence in the Leaders of the Following Institutions:
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SOURCE: NORC at the University of Chicago, General Social Survey (1973-2016).

u ne of the longitudinal indicators of public perceptions
is institutional confidence. In the 1970s, the National
Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of
Chicago began surveying the degree of confidence in the
leaders of numerous institutions, including the scientific
community, as part of its General Social Survey (GSS).
This figure depicts the percentage of people who express
a “great deal” of confidence as opposed to “only some” or
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“hardly any confidence at all” For at least four decades,
about 40 percent of the public had a “great deal” of con-
fidence in the scientific community. As of 2016, approx-
imately 9o percent of Americans had either a “great deal”
or “only some” confidence in the scientific community
(see pages 14-15), in line with the military and far above
the press, Congress, and banks and financial institutions
(all below 50 percent; data not shown).



Percentage of Respondents Who Trust Research Scientists to:
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SOURCE: ScienceCounts, unpublished data from “Raising Voices for Science: Exploratory and Benchmarking Survey” (survey conducted
October 2015).

Ithough overall confidence remains high, the level

of trust in research scientists may vary based on
their perceived responsibilities. In a recent exploratory
market research study by ScienceCounts, approxi-
mately three-quarters of respondents placed either a
“great deal” or “some” trust in research scientists to
tell the truth and to report their findings accurately.

By comparison, respondents expressed less trust in
scientists to report findings that disagree with the
interests of the research sponsor. Recent studies sug-
gest that communicators should use approaches that
convey trustworthy intentions rather than attempts
at persuasion, which may be seen as indicative of an
underlying agenda.®
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SECTION 1:

A Majority of Americans Views Scientific
Research as Beneficial . . .

Percentage of People Who Say That:
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SOURCE: National Science Board, Science & Engineering Indicators (2018). Data from 1979-2001 collected by the National Center for
Science and Engineering Statistics; and from 2006—2016 collected by NORC at the University of Chicago, General Social Survey. See
Appendix A for information on survey methods.

M any surveys have examined how the public per-  believe science has made life easier for most people,
ceives the impact of science on societal progress, ~ whereas only 15 percent believe that science has made
well-being, and the economy. In 2016, 72 percent of life more difficult (data not shown).” Although a clear
U.S. adults thought the benefits of scientific research ~ majority perceives science as beneficial, this sentiment
either strongly or slightly outweighed harmful results.  varies with demographic criteria, including education,
Consistent with this observation, a 2015 Pew Research ~ income, age, and science knowledge (see page 16).
Center study revealed that 79 percent of U.S. adults
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... But Many Are Concerned about the
Pace of Change

Percentage of People Who Agree or Disagree with the Statement
“Science Makes Our Way of Life Change Too Fast”:
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SOURCE: National Science Board, Science & Engineering Indicators (2018). Data from 1979-2001 collected by the National Center for
Science and Engineering Statistics; from 2004 collected by the University of Michigan; and from 2006—2016 collected by NORC at the
University of Chicago, General Social Survey. See Appendix A for information on survey methods.

Ithough U.S. adults generally believe that scien-
tific research is beneficial, other indicators of the

A caveat for interpreting these results is the poten-
tial for acquiescence bias, a phenomenon in which

perceived impact of science are less conclusive. For
more than thirty years, U.S. adults have been asked
about the extent to which they agree or disagree with
the statement “Science makes our way of life change
too fast” From 1983 to 2012, the majority either dis-
agreed or strongly disagreed with the statement. In
2016, Americans were split on the sentiment, with 52
percent agreeing and 47 percent disagreeing.

respondents tend to agree with the questioner when
they are uncertain about the answer.

Research into how people interpret the word “sci-
ence” during surveys would be helpful for understand-
ing the results of such studies (see Defining “Science”
on page 3).

Perceptions of Science in America
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SECTION 1:

Americans Express Strong Support for
Public Investment in Research

Support for Basic

Science Funding

Percentage of U.S. adults saying
government investments

in basic scientific research

pay off in the long run:

1%

Percentage of U.S. Adults Who Say They Would

60

Support for Funding in
Engineering and Technology
Percentage of U.S. adults saying
government investments

in engineering and technology
pay off in the long run:
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SOURCE: Cary Funk and Lee Rainie, Americans, Politics and Science Issues, Pew Research Center (July 1, 2015; survey conducted
August 2014); and Pew Research Center, With Budget Debate Looming, Growing Share of Public Prefers Bigger Government (2017,

survey conducted April 2017).

majority of the public supports federal funding of

basic science research and investments in engi-
neering and technology. Support for research funding
has been relatively steady over the last two decades
(data not shown).® In a 2017 Research! America survey,
79 percent of respondents thought research investment
was either “very important” or “somewhat important”
for job creation, technological breakthroughs, and
economic growth (data not shown).?
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Despite a recent uptick in Americans who would
like to see federal funding for scientific research
increase, about half of Americans say funding should
be kept the same or decreased. Recent research sug-
gests that people become more supportive of increases
in funding when misconceptions of the current
funding levels in relation to the overall budget are
corrected.'®



Percentage of Respondents Who Consider These Outcomes of Scientific Research to be an

“Urgent Priority™:

Finding Effective Treatments or Cures for
Diseases (like Cancer and Alzheimer’s)

Reducing Poverty and Hunger

Improving Education and
How Our Children Learn

Solving Energy Problems
(Renewable Sources, Efficiency)

Improving Environmental Health
and Sustainability

Improving Public Health

Improving the Lives of
People with Disabilities

Driving Economic Growth

Developing Defense and
Military Technology

Improving Safety Devices
(such as in Cars and Sports)

Understanding Space and
Our Place in the Universe

30 40 50 60 70 80

Percent

SOURCE: ScienceCounts, unpublished data from “Raising Voices for Science: Exploratory and Benchmarking Survey” (survey conducted

October 2015).

mericans generally recognize science as a criti-

cal contributor to solving societal issues. In an
exploratory survey commissioned by ScienceCounts,
respondents were asked to rate several potential out-
comes of scientific research as “urgent,” “important
but not urgent,” “not important at this time,” or “not
sure” More than 60 percent of respondents considered
each of the indicated research outcomes to be “urgent”

or “important” (data not shown). While more studies

will be needed to confirm and extend the results of
this market research survey, they illuminate potential
differences in how individuals perceive different scien-
tific outcomes. For example, although climate change
is a politically polarizing issue (see Section 3), approx-
imately 55 percent of respondents considered “solv-
ing energy problems” and “improving environmental
health and sustainability” to be “urgent” priorities.
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SECTION 1:

Americans Support an Active Role for
Science and Scientists in Public Life

Scientists Should Engage with

Elected Officials and the Public

How important is it for scientists to inform elected officials and
the public about their research and its impact on society?

I Very Important Somewhat Important B Not Very Important
Il Not Important at All Not Sure

18%

3%

12%

Public Policies Should be Based on Science
Do you agree or disagree that public policies should be
based on the best available science?

™ Strongly Agree I Somewhat Disagree

Il Strongly Disagree

Somewhat Agree
Don't Know

SOURCE: Research!America, America Speaks: Volume 17 (2017; survey conducted January 2017); and Research!America, Public Percep-
tion of Clinical Research (2017; survey conducted July 2017).

P olling suggests relatively high confidence in sci-
entists and awareness of the societal benefits of
scientific research. But does this confidence trans-
late to support for scientist engagement or science in
policy? In a 2017 Research! America market research
survey, 67 percent of respondents indicated that they
“strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” that public pol-
icies should be based on the best available science.
Another 2017 Research!America survey found that 86

10 THE PUBLIC FACE OF SCIENCE

percent of respondents agreed that it is either “very”
or “somewhat” important for scientists to inform
elected officials and the public about their research
and its impact. The number of respondents who
think engagement is “very important” increased 9
percent from a 2015 survey (to 6o percent), although
this shift corresponded with a 7 percent decrease in
those who consider engagement “somewhat impor-
tant” (26 percent)."



Scientists Should Play a Major Role in

Shaping Public Palicy

Scientists Should Play a Major Role in Shaping Policy for . . .

Medical and
Health Research

The Environment

Education 27%

National Defense

9%

12% A%E:E0

31% 21% 9% 12%

Job Creati +'!’
ob Creation PO
100
Percent
[ Strongly Agree [ Somewhat Agree M Somewhat Disagree M Strongly Disagree Not Sure

SOURCE: Research!America, America Speaks: Volume 17 (2017; survey conducted January 2017). Data may not total 100 percent due to

rounding.

iews on scientists’ role in shaping policy vary

based on the issue. While 82 percent of respon-
dents to a Research!America market research survey
agreed that scientists should help shape medical and
health research policy, fewer support scientist partic-
ipation in job creation and national defense policy.
This gap aligns with the prioritization of research to
find disease cures rather than drive economic growth

or develop military technology (page 9). Likewise,
Pew Research Center studies show that 73 percent of
Americans say medical scientists should have a major
role in childhood vaccine policy’? and 67 percent say
climate scientists should be involved with global cli-
mate change policy.’> More research is necessary into
how a person’s understanding of science’s role in pol-
icy affects his or her perceptions.
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SECTION 1:

Discussion and Research Considerations

n ata on perceptions of science reveal robust, long-
term support for the leaders of scientific institutions,
federal science funding, the use of scientific evidence to
inform policy, and an active role for scientists in advis-
ing policy-makers. Although the scientific community
continues to enjoy broad support, surveys also suggest
the potential for specific questions to provoke different
reactions. To understand the nature of these reactions,

additional research and surveys are needed on people’s
understanding of the scientific process and the gov-
ernment’s role in funding science. Insights from these
research considerations would allow scientists, science
communicators, and science advocates to develop tar-
geted strategies for maintaining or increasing public
support for science.

Contextualizing Trust in Science and Scientists

Trust in scientists tends to be higher when people con-
sider general metrics, such as trust in scientists to “tell the
truth,” compared with particular scenarios, like trusting
scientists to report findings that “go against the sponsor of
the research” (pages 4-5). Similarly, when people are sur-
veyed on specific impacts, such as a changing way of life,
the responses are mixed (page 7). To better understand
these responses, additional research should consider:

1. How do people interpret the words “science”
and Sscientists” when responding to survey
questions? Interpretations may vary based on
demographic background and life experience,
so understanding this question is critical for
interpreting survey results. For example, the
words “science” and “research” may bring to
mind distinct scientific disciplines, products, or
experiences for different people.

2. To what extent are individuals’ perceptions of
science and trust in scientists influenced by
their variable understanding of the scientific
process, including issues related to study design,
peer review, reproducibility, and the iterative
nature of scientific discovery?

3. How does trust in science and scientists change
based on where the research is performed? Is
there more trust in federally funded versus pri-
vately funded research?
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Some of these questions could be answered through
the administration of new and more nuanced surveys,
while others will require partnerships between public
opinion researchers and social scientists. A finer distinc-
tion among different groups and contexts would also be
beneficial.

An expanded understanding of the interplay of fac-
tors that shape trust in science may identify areas of
weakness that require greater attention from the scien-
tific community. Moreover, these insights may inform
science communication efforts to counteract any poten-
tial erosion of trust. Expanded polling and research also
will be important for addressing emerging scientific
questions that have policy implications. For instance,
understanding trust in technology companies and their
researchers is an important context for understanding
attitudes toward innovations such as artificial intel-
ligence and the many emerging regulatory and policy
issues related to privacy and security.



Perceptions of Science Funding and the Role of Science in Policy

A majority of the public believes that scientists should
inform elected officials about their work and that fed-
eral support for basic research pays off in the long run
(pages 8 and 10). However, data also show that support
for incorporating science into policy varies by issue.
The available polling data do not reveal whether people
accurately understand how science is funded and how
it can inform public policy, nor is it clear to what extent
this understanding, or lack thereof, shapes an individu-
al’s attitudes. To better comprehend public support and
improve science advocacy, future research on the subject
should consider:

1. What do people know about how policy pro-
cesses incorporate the results of scientific
research? Do positive attitudes toward science
and/or a greater knowledge of the policy pro-
cess lead to more support for the use of science
in policy?

2. What do people know about the role of science
institutions (like research universities) in their
communities? Does a greater understanding of
science institutions improve perceptions within
local communities?

3. What do people know and understand about
science funding? To what extent is public sup-
port for investment in research dependent on
their understanding of how science is funded
and the relative roles of public and private
support? How do current social, political, and
economic trends influence the prioritization
of science funding by policy-makers and their
constituents?

Research on these questions would provide insight
into the potential causes of negative perceptions, such
as whether misperceptions of the role of public fund-
ing influence the desire to maintain or decrease funding
for research. Such research would also contribute to an
expanded definition of science literacy (see Reexamin-
ing the Deficit Model on page 3).

Moreover, when conducting these studies, it will be
important to consider how external factors, such as
the state of the economy, may shift support for science
funding.

To help craft effective research questions on public
policy, researchers will need to work with experts famil-
iar with the use of science in policy.

Due to the expansive nature of these science funding
and policy questions, researchers should identify and
focus on the areas in which an improved understanding
would have the highest impact. For example, the data
indicate less support for scientist engagement in job cre-
ation and national defense policy than in medical and
health research (page 11). The results of these studies
could help guide efforts to advocate for greater support
in these areas.
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