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SECTION 2:

Confidence in Scientific Leaders Varies
Based on Demographics and Other Factors

Percentage of U.S. Adults with a “Great Deal” of or “Only Some” Confidence in the Leaders of

the Scientific Community:

Gender
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SOURCE: NORC at the University of Chicago, General Social Survey (2016). Race was self-identified through the question, “What race
do you consider yourself?” Race categories are as reported by NORC; “Other” includes all respondents, including Hispanics, who did not

self-identify as “Black” or “White.” The black bar signifies standard error.

u verall, 9o percent of Americans express either a
“great deal” or “only some” confidence in scientific
leaders; this number does not significantly vary among
various demographic groups. In contrast, black and
female adults are less likely to report a “great deal” of
confidence in scientists, while younger Americans are
more likely to. Black and female adults did not report
comparatively lower trust in other institutions, such
as education and banks/financial institutions (data not
shown).!4
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GSS data show that the gap between black Ameri-
cans and other groups was narrower at certain points,
such as the late 1980s and 2010. One recent analysis
determined that inequitable educational experiences
account for approximately one-third of the difference
in trust.’> Other cultural elements, including religious
beliefs, accounted for most, but not all, of the remain-
ing gap. More research is needed to understand the
influence of additional factors, such as the historical
relationship between science and race.



Percentage of U.S. Adults with a “Great Deal” of or “Only Some” Confidence in the Leaders of

the Scientific Community (continued):
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SOURCE: NORC at the University of Chicago, General Social Survey (2016). The black bar signifies standard error.

he 2016 GSS data also reveal that while 50 percentof ~ education and trust is reversed for other institutions:
college-educated adults have a “great deal” of confi-  people with higher educational attainment are less
dence in scientific leaders, only 29 percent of respon-  likely to have confidence in the military and education
dents without a high-school diploma expressed this  (data not shown).!®
level of confidence. The positive relationship between
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SECTION 2:

Higher Educational Attainment Correlates with
Positive Perceptions of Science

Percentage of People Who Say that the Benefits of Scientific Research Outweigh the
Harmful Results, by Educational Level:

52% —

Less than High-School Some College
High School Diploma

Bachelor’s Degree Graduate/Professional
Degree

SOURCE: National Science Board, Science & Engineering Indicators (2018).

he NSB assessment of whether U.S. adults believe  the benefits outweigh the harms, only 52 percent of

the benefits of scientific research either stronglyor ~ people without a high-school diploma agree. Similar
slightly outweigh the harmful results reveals a simi-  trends are observed with increasing family income,
lar divide by education level. The 2016 data show that  science knowledge, and age (although there is a dip in
although 72 percent of the overall population agrees  this perception among those 65 and older).
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Percentage of People Who Agree that Science Makes Life Change Too Fast, by Education Level:

80

63%
70

0

Percent

o

o

o

60 59%
49%
50
41%
40
36%
3
2
1
0

Less than High-School Some College Bachelor's Graduate/

High School Diploma

Degree Professional Degree

SOURCE: National Science Board, Science & Engineering Indicators (2018).

P eople were also asked about the extent to which
they agree or disagree with the statement “Science
makes our way of life change too fast” For the approx-
imately 10 percent of Americans who did not complete
high school, the vast majority (69 percent) agreed that
science makes life change too fast.”” In comparison,

36 percent of those with a bachelor’s degree expressed
this sentiment. Consistent with the strong correlation
between education and income in the United States,8
respondents with lower family income also were more
likely to agree with the statement (data not shown).
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SECTION 2:

Trust in Scientists Varies Based on
Education and Politics

Percentage of U.S. Adults Who Say They Have Confidence in Scientists to Act in the
Best Interests of the Public, by Political Affiliation:

U.S. Adults 21%
\ \ \ \ \
I A “Great Deal” of Confidence A “Fair Amount” of Confidence
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o) Democrats
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SOURCE: Cary Funk and Brian Kennedy, The Politics of Climate, Pew Research Center (October 4, 2016; survey conducted May and June
2016). Margins of error: U.S. Adults (+/- 4), LD (+/- 7.5), M/CD (+/- 6.9), M/LR (+/- 7.7), and CR (+/- 11.4).

majority of both Democrats and Republicans
express some degree of confidence in the sci-
entific community. But a 2016 study from the Pew
Research Center found that 34 percent of liberal
Democrats expressed a “great deal” of confidence in
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the scientific community, while only 15 percent of
conservative Republicans did the same. Studies sug-
gest that skepticism among conservatives may orig-
inate from concerns with the relationship between
science and government.



Political/Educational Breakdown of People Who Place a “Great Deal” of or “Some” Trust
in Scientists to:
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SOURCE: ScienceCounts, unpublished data from “Raising Voices for Science: Exploratory and Benchmarking Survey” (survey conducted
October 2015).
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recent exploratory market research survey from

ScienceCounts included several questions to
assess general public perceptions of scientists and pri-
orities for public funding of scientific research (see
pages 5 and 9). The survey examined answers based on
political ideology and education level. Liberal respon-
dents with a college degree or more placed the highest
amount of trust in scientists in different scenarios—
such as reporting their findings accurately—although
trust among all groups still remained relatively high.

Conservatives tended to cluster together in their
responses despite their educational background, while
the responses from liberals were more varied.

With respect to research priorities, all groups highly
prioritized “finding effective treatments or cures for
diseases.” A higher percentage of conservative respon-
dents considered outcomes related to “developing
defense and military technology” a greater priority
compared with college-educated liberal respondents.
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SECTION 2:

Discussion and Research Considerations

Viewing perceptions of science through a demo-
graphic lens highlights the need to consider the
audience when communicating science. The data sup-
port the perception that there is not one general “pub-
lic” but rather many publics who consume information
based on a range of underlying factors. Moreover,
social science research suggests that characterizing
attitudes solely through a demographic framework

provides a limited explanation of the mechanisms that
inform an individual’s perspective. How people think
about science varies in important ways among and
within groups. In addition, while most demographic
indicators are either static or subject to small shifts,
perceptions change over time. A sizeable fraction of
the public likely does not have strong, set attitudes
about science.

Examining the Underlying Influences on Trust and Perception

People of different races, education levels, and politi-
cal ideologies have differing levels of confidence in the
scientific community, but the causes are unclear (pages
14-15). Moreover, there is a limited understanding of
shared factors between groups and the governing influ-
ences behind perception. Additional research on this
topic should consider the following questions:

1. What causes an individual to trust science mes-
sengers? There has been research on the area
of trust generally, but more research is needed
that looks specifically at science messengers
and the concept of scientific authority.

2. How do an individual’s experiences with sci-
ence shape his or her attitudes? How flexible
are these attitudes once established?

3. How and when do people become curious about
science? Are there general trends in how atti-
tudes and curiosity change during a person’s
lifetime?

4. What influence do various forms of news
media, social media, and entertainment media
have on trust? How do messages and cues pro-
vided by political leaders and like-minded peer
groups influence trust and attitudes?

20 THE PUBLIC FACE OF SCIENCE

When assessing the influence of individuals’ expe-
riences and worldviews on attitudes toward science,
social scientists have the task of establishing a con-
sensus on how to define fundamental terms such as
“values” and “perceptions.” There is also a need for tar-
geted research on how specific values influence specific
perceptions. In line with the questions contextualizing
trust in Section 1, understanding the underlying factors
that shape trust in science will help strengthen science
communication efforts. More-extensive collaborations
between social scientists and science communicators
could improve the application of these concepts to
communication strategies.



Exploring Group Identity and
Specific Communities

Social scientists should specifically consider how per-
ceptions of science are influenced by group identities
based on gender, race, religion, political ideology, and
other factors. Historical case studies could be useful
for providing insights on this topic. When consider-
ing questions of group identity, it will be necessary to
consider how the definitions of the subgroups and the
scientific field in question can influence the quality and
interpretation of these data. It is also important not to
treat these groups as monolithic, since perceptions of
science may vary even among those sharing a particular
group identity.
Further research on group identities should explore:

1. How do we understand the role of social norms
and the media in shaping cultural perceptions
of science? Studies on the role of culture should
explore a range of media, such as poetry;, litera-
ture, television, and movies, and should evalu-
ate possible differential effects among different
subpopulations.

2. What barriers to accessing science exist in
low-income and marginalized communities?
How does infrequent contact with high-quality
scientific content affect perceptions of science?

3. How do communication approaches prime
a person to respond with a particular group
identity? Are there communication strategies
that elicit positive attitudes toward science?
These questions should seek to identify the
approaches that encourage discussion around
shared identities and interests instead of the
differences accompanying group identity.
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