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Dædalus was founded in 1955 and established as a quarterly in 1958. The journal’s  
namesake was renowned in ancient Greece as an inventor, scientist, and unriddler  
of riddles. Its emblem, a maze seen from above, symbolizes the aspiration of its 
founders to “lift each of us above his cell in the labyrinth of learning in order that 
he may see the entire structure as if from above, where each separate part loses its 
comfortable separateness.” 

The American Academy of Arts & Sciences, like its journal, brings together  
distinguished individuals from every field of human endeavor. It was chartered 
in 1780 as a forum “to cultivate every art and science which may tend to advance 
the interest, honour, dignity, and happiness of a free, independent, and virtuous 
people.” Now in its third century, the Academy, with its more than five thousand 
members, continues to provide intellectual leadership to meet the critical chal-
lenges facing our world.

The pavement labyrinth once in the nave of Reims Cathedral (1240), in a 
drawing, with figures of the architects, by Jacques Cellier (c. 1550–1620)
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Introduction

Henry E. Brady & Kay Lehman Schlozman

“So when we talk about Skid Row . . . there’s law enforcement agencies that 
have created a whole lot of trauma. . . .” 

— President of Los Angeles Skid Row Neighborhood Council

“We have to have a level of trust just by looking at you [the police], walking, 
you know, observing you because you got a car, you got a badge, you got a gun.”

— Advocate for Skid Row  

“We will get together and do a citizen’s arrest on every single human being 
that goes against freedom of choice. You cannot mandate, you literally cannot 
mandate, somebody to wear a mask knowing that mask is killing people. . . . 
And every single one of you [pointing at Palm Beach County Commissioners] 
that are obeying the devil’s laws are going to be arrested. And you, doctor, are 
going to be arrested for crimes against humanity. Every single one of you.” 

— Witness at the County Commissioner Workshop on COVID Mask 
      Mandates, Palm Beach County, June 23, 2020

“I voted early and it went well except for . . . can’t really trust the software,  
Dominion software all over.” 

— Participant at the January 6th Demonstration for Trump, Interviewed  
      at the Demonstration1

Should we trust major American political, economic, and social institutions 
when the people associated with those institutions are fallible and even, on 
occasion, venal or criminal? Do they really operate as trustworthy tribunes 

of the people? The public is doubtful. 
It is well known that trust in American government, especially in Congress and 

the executive branch, has been declining since the 1960s and 1970s: a period of so-
cial ferment, movements for political and social change, an unpopular war, and 
major government scandal.2 What is less well known is that the erosion of trust 
seems now to have spread to many supposedly nonpolitical institutions, including 
business, journalism, science, police, religion, medicine, and higher education.3 
Concern about the reliability and competence of these institutions is stoked by 
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news stories–and, more recently, social media attention–reporting malfeasance 
on Wall Street, errors in the media, fraud and conflicts of interest among scien-
tists, misconduct by police, abuse of children by clergy, conflicting advice from 
public health experts, and admissions scandals in higher education. Efforts as var-
ied as vaccinating the American public against a raging virus, reforming police de-
partments tainted by racism, validating a presidential election, and addressing cli-
mate change have been thwarted by distrust in institutions and experts.

The consequences of lack of trust depend not only on the level of trust and the 
range of institutions over which it extends but also on the extent to which the fault 
lines of distrust map onto other political, social, and economic conflicts. In a de-
mocracy, political parties function to organize social and economic conflict and 
make it relevant for politics. The extent to which party competition in the United 
States involves not just division but distrust has varied across history, but partisan 
distrust goes back to the nation’s founding and the emergence of our first political 
parties. Jeffersonian Democrats vilified and distrusted “big government” Feder-
alist John Adams when he became president. In turn, the Federalists distrusted 
Thomas Jefferson once he was in the White House. The culmination of this long 
history, partisan polarization is currently at its highest point in at least a century.4 

Partisan polarization over the past half-century has produced significant mu-
tual distrust between the parties. What is perhaps more surprising and more wor-
risome, the pattern of partisan polarization of trust now maps onto trust in many 
supposedly apolitical institutions, including those that purport to cultivate and 
disseminate knowledge and information, provide security and protection, and es-
tablish and uphold fundamental social and ethical rules and norms. Where once 
political partisans had the same level of trust in most nonpolitical institutions ex-
cept for business and labor, Democrats are now more likely than Republicans to 
trust higher education, journalism and TV news, public schools, medicine, and 
science. In turn, Republicans tend to trust the military, the police, and religion 
more than Democrats do. 

Should declining trust and polarized trust in nonpolitical institutions cause 
concern? Do they portend widening ideological battles, an erosion of institutional 
legitimacy, an increasing propensity to second guess experts and authorities, and 
an inability to get things done in society? The development of a partisan divide in 
trust in nonpolitical institutions places additional hurdles in the path of produc-
tive public debate and successful public policy. Governing becomes much more 
complicated when closed communities that differ on facts, science, morals, the 
rules of society, and worldview fail to communicate with one another, much less 
agree on compromise solutions. And institutions embroiled in constant partisan 
battles are hard-pressed to carry out the tasks they were designed to do. In short, 
distrust anchored in partisan, institutional, and cultural conflict hampers our ca-
pacity to come together to meet common challenges and solve shared problems. 
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Central to our concerns in this issue of Dædalus are what institutions do and 
why trust matters for their success.5 Although we can trace some govern-
ing, religious, military, medical, and educational institutions back thou-

sands of years, the modern profusion and rationalization of institutions dates 
to the nineteenth century with the rise of corporations, universities, hospitals, 
public education, nonprofit organizations, philanthropy, and the professions in 
response to urbanization, industrialization, and specialization.6 Scholars tell us 
that institutions structure, facilitate, and regulate behavior in particular areas of 
economic and social interactions, among them business, law, religion, education, 
journalism, the military, medicine, science, and policing.7 In higher education, for 
example, there are formal rules and informal norms that vary across universities 
and across fields of inquiry that define appropriate ways of interacting with stu-
dents, disclosure of conflicts of interest in conducting scientific research, treat-
ment of evidence that disconfirms hypotheses, and recognition of the contribu-
tions of those who assisted with research. Similarly, policing has standards for 
the training of police officers, the methods used to patrol a city, rules for interact-
ing with the public and with suspects, guidelines for the use of force, and review 
boards to examine force incidents. All institutions have special rules and proce-
dures that order and discipline them so that they can provide goods and services 
to people in acceptable ways. 

For institutions to be successful, these rules, standards, norms, regulations, 
training methods, and procedures must be seen as legitimate both by the stake-
holders associated with them and by the public at large. Legitimacy can stem from 
four basic sources, and different institutions rely on different mixes of them.8 Le-
gitimacy may stem from the political system sharing its regulatory authority with 
an institution–such as the military, police, or a corporation–based upon gov-
ernment’s power of coercion to defend the nation, keep the peace, and to en-
force contracts. As long as the institution conforms to the rules established by the 
government, it draws legitimacy from its relationship to the government in the 
form of laws or charters. Legitimacy may also come from adherence to culturally 
approved and accepted meanings and logics that are shaped by what is culturally ap-
propriate for each institution, for example, in the practice of medicine, religion, 
education, and science. It may reside in moral and normative beliefs about how those 
in institutions behave, for example, in professional codes of ethics for law, medi-
cine, religion, higher education, and journalism. Finally, it may come from prag­
matic authority based on efficiency and high performance in, for example, corporations, 
science, or banks. 

To be seen as trustworthy, an institution must be seen as legitimate in at least 
one, and usually more than one, way. For example, corporations are legitimate if 
they stay within regulatory frameworks and do not overstep their authorities by 
becoming monopolies or watering their stock; if they reflect the standard, cul-
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turally acceptable practices for a corporation within a particular society by pro-
ducing products that conform to cultural models and address cultural needs; if 
they adhere to the ethical and normative standards for businesses not only by es-
chewing bribery and other illegal practices but also by treating their employees, 
suppliers, and customers fairly and ethically; and if they produce an economically 
successful product. Failing on any of these dimensions risks a corporation’s legit-
imacy, and hence its trustworthiness. Universities must also stay within regulato-
ry frameworks and be financially viable, but evaluations of them are based more 
upon their cultural acceptability as centers of teaching and learning and their pro-
fessional standards: their adherence to norms of free inquiry, freedom of speech, 
and seeking truth. Religious institutions must be especially attentive to their cul-
tural legitimacy and their adherence to ethics and norms. Each institution holds 
or loses legitimacy according to its own weighting and mix of criteria. 

Presumably, if an institution is trustworthy, then people are more likely to 
trust it, have confidence in it, and accept its advice and decisions as legitimate.9 
They expect that it will do the right thing in an uncertain future with respect to 
weighty matters that range from protecting their health and safety to providing 
them with information about public issues. 

During the last three years, COVID-19, Black Lives Matter, and election con-
troversies brought into bold relief the importance of institutions to our health 
and well-being. Lack of trust in government, medicine, science, police, and elec-
tion administration has made it difficult to overcome a pandemic, resolve con-
cerns about public safety, and settle issues regarding an election. While the es-
says in this volume explore these issues in assorted contexts, a central theme is 
the challenge to institutional legitimacy given the overall decline in the public’s 
trust and the polarization of that trust between Democrats and Republicans–at a 
time when we most need expertise and institutional capacity to face crises as one  
nation.

Our confidence in institutions is based upon both what we know about 
them and upon what we know about how they know what they know. 
Using insights gained from the field of science and technology studies 

(STS), Sheila Jasanoff’s essay, “The Discontents of Truth & Trust in 21st Centu-
ry America,” examines the relationship between knowledge and society. Her STS 
framework asserts that “it is not that expert institutions find and purvey truths 
from some ‘outside’ that exists independent of society.” Hence “standards of epis-
temic correctness do not stand outside of politics but are configured through the 
same processes of social authorization as political legitimacy.” The same four cri-
teria that legitimate institutions–regulatory, cultural, normative, and pragmatic 
authority–also legitimate science and all knowledge. Despite the storybook ver-
sion of science in which a better-performing theory bests an old one, in fact, what 
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often matters are such preexisting cultural factors as scientific paradigms or even 
religious beliefs, such normative concerns as the prestige of a researcher or the 
status of the methods that are used, and even such factors as the relationship of 
the researcher or research institute to power. 

In order to develop commonly accepted knowledge, Jasanoff explains, soci-
eties develop “civic epistemologies,” which “are the stylized, culturally specific 
ways in which publics expect the state’s [or an institution’s] expertise, knowl-
edge, and reasoning to be produced, tested, and put to use in decision-making.”10 
Doing so involves meeting three challenges: representing problems in the world (like 
climate change and income inequality) in a way that resonates with those who are 
affected; aggregating disparate views from diverse sources and viewpoints to achieve 
consensus (or “objectivity”) about what causes these problems (such as emissions 
of greenhouse gases for climate change and technological change and tax policy 
for income inequality); and bridging to fill gaps between what is known and what 
is needed for problem-solving (for example, simulations to tell us how far green-
house gas emissions must be cut to prevent a climate catastrophe, or economic 
models to indicate how to deal with income inequality). Jasanoff tells us that solu-
tions to these problems, especially the aggregation problem, can come from three 
standpoints: “the view from nowhere (sanctioned by the methods of empirical sci-
ence and quantitative analysis); the view from everywhere (sanctioned by inclusive 
representation and fair deliberation); and the view from somewhere (sanctioned by 
individual witnessing and moral authenticity).” Typically, combinations of these 
methods are needed in a social process that legitimates knowledge and decision- 
making, for example, through peer-reviewed research, expert panels, public hear-
ings and comments, media commentary, commissions, and court cases. 

T he remaining essays explore how well we have legitimated different in-
stitutions and the consequences of falling and polarized trust. In “Fifty  
Years of Declining Confidence & Increasing Polarization in Trust in 

American Institutions,” Henry E. Brady and Thomas B. Kent summarize the find-
ings from fifty years of data from three repeated surveys that asked about “confi-
dence” in the institutions or the people running them: the Gallup Poll, NORC’s 
General Social Survey (GSS), and the Harris Poll. Together, these surveys provide 
information from 1972 on for four political institutions–the presidency, execu-
tive branch, Congress, and the Supreme Court–and for sixteen nonpolitical insti-
tutions: those associated with the economy such as business, banks, Wall Street, 
and organized labor; those related to knowledge and information production, 
including the press and TV news, television, public schools, education, higher ed-
ucation, and science; those enforcing norms and standards such as the police, the 
military, and religion; and those providing professional services such as medicine 
and law.11 



151 (4) Fall 2022 11

Henry E. Brady & Kay Lehman Schlozman

The drop in confidence in political institutions over the past fifty years has been 
especially pronounced for Congress, significant for the presidency and the execu-
tive branch, and more modest but real for the Supreme Court. Less well known are 
the declines in confidence in nonpolitical institutions. As with the political insti-
tutions, the declines have not been uniformly steep. Comparing the period from 
1972 to 1979 with the period from 2010 to 2021 shows that average confidence has 
decreased for fourteen of these nonpolitical institutions, stayed the same for one 
(science), and increased only for the military. In most cases, the decline proceeded 
relatively steadily over time. Wall Street, TV news, banks, and the press sustained 
the most substantial deterioration in confidence–comparable to that for Con-
gress. For public schools, medicine, television, business, and religion, the drop in 
average confidence was more moderate–comparable in magnitude to those for 
the presidency and executive branch. The decline in average confidence was even 
smaller for law, education, and the police–roughly equivalent to that for the Su-
preme Court. There were still smaller declines for higher education and labor. 

In effect, nonpolitical institutions have moved from being trusted quite a lot 
to being trusted only somewhat. On a four-point scale with responses of “a great 
deal of confidence,” “quite a lot,” “some,” and “hardly any at all,” in 1972–1979, 
the American public expressed “quite a lot” of confidence in thirteen nonpolit-
ical institutions. Just three institutions (labor, law, and television) inspired only 
“some” confidence. By 2010–2021, only six institutions–the military, science, 
higher education, police, education, and medicine–still enjoyed “quite a lot” of 
confidence, and ten institutions warranted just “some” confidence. Recent data 
suggest that Americans probably have only “some” confidence in higher educa-
tion as well. Thus, Americans have gone from believing that thirteen of sixteen 
institutions deserved quite a lot of confidence to believing that only five of sixteen 
merit a lot of confidence, with eleven deserving only some confidence. 

Substantial increases in partisan polarization of trust have accompanied the 
significant declines in trust. In the 1970s, only business and labor showed signifi-
cant polarization, with Republicans trusting business more than Democrats, and 
Democrats trusting labor more than Republicans. By the 2010s, assessments of 
every nonpolitical institution except banks were more polarized–with Republi-
cans especially likely to trust police, religion, business, and Wall Street, and Dem-
ocrats more trusting than Republicans of TV news, press, labor, television, and 
public schools. 

Considering all the nonpolitical institutions in which trust has fallen–except 
for Wall Street, banks, business, and labor–shows an interesting pattern.12 Confi-
dence among partisans of the currently less-trusting party dropped especially pre-
cipitously, while the confidence of the other, more-trusting party either declined 
only slightly or even increased somewhat. In the one case in which trust among 
partisans of both parties and independents has increased–the military–the re-
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sult is largely driven by the substantial increase in confidence among the partisans 
of the more trusting Republican Party. The changes in trust for the four institu-
tions related to the economy are about the same across the two parties, with little 
change in trust for labor but significant declines for Wall Street, banks, and busi-
ness. Finally, confidence among political independents is either lower than that 
of both Democrats and Republicans or between the levels for the adherents of the 
two parties. The declines in trust among independents track quite closely those 
for the entire population. 

These data reveal several different patterns of change for nonpolitical institu-
tions. In some cases, changing confidence in a particular institution may be linked 
to a large-scale event with society-wide consequences; for example, across indi-
viduals and groups, a war might affect confidence in the military, or a financial cri-
sis might diminish confidence in banks and Wall Street. In other cases, individual 
life experiences might have implications for confidence in a particular institution; 
for example, being the victim of police harassment or the victim of a crime might 
influence trust in the police. In a quite different pattern, a set of general nonpar-
tisan forces–affecting independents especially strongly–produces an overall de-
cline in trust in almost all nonpolitical institutions. Although different groups, 
including different party groups, vary in their initial levels of confidence in var-
ious nonpolitical institutions, such forces operate more or less uniformly across 
groups to diminish confidence in institutions. In a still different pattern, there is a 
partisan interaction. A set of factors leads to a decline in trust among members of 
one party or the other, depending upon the institution, resulting in polarization 
in confidence. The forces at work probably interact in complicated ways, and to 
understand what is going on, we must consider both the multiple forces that have 
led to a secular decline in trust and those that have led to partisan polarization of 
trust. 

T hese changes are worrying, but are these data capturing something real? 
In her essay “Trustworthy Government: The Obligations of Government 
& the Responsibilities of the Governed,” Margaret Levi expresses concern 

about the meaningfulness of survey responses. Answers to questions about confi-
dence in government may simply reflect which party is in power, with supporters 
of the in-party evincing trust and those of the out-party expressing lack of confi-
dence. This criticism seems quite relevant for trust in government, but it is hard 
to see how it applies to trust in ostensibly nonpolitical institutions. More to the 
point, Levi worries that responses to survey questions are not behaviors, just atti-
tudes. She prefers to look at protests, compliance with laws, and other behavioral 
manifestations of lack of confidence.13 

Our authors provide abundant evidence that confidence in institutions has be-
havioral consequences. Brady and Kent show that lack of trust in an institution is 
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highly correlated with an expressed unwillingness to have kin or friends pursue 
a career in or marry someone associated with that institution.14 C. Ross Hatton, 
Colleen L. Barry, Adam S. Levine, Emma E. McGinty, and Hahrie Han demon-
strate that lack of trust in science was related to unwillingness to follow public 
health guidelines during the COVID-19 pandemic, but that greater trust in local 
government was associated with willingness to follow local public health dictates. 
Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway argue that distrust in science is associated 
with rejection of policies to address climate change. Tracey L. Meares indicates 
that increasing trust in the police “is a better, more efficient, and lower-cost way 
to achieve crime reduction and law compliance.” Robert Wuthnow shows that 
trust in religion is a concomitant of church attendance. Max Margulies and Jessica 
Blankshain find that a proxy for trust–namely, “warmth toward the military”– 
is positively correlated with willingness to increase defense spending, to use force 
abroad, to employ more bellicose military strategies, and to evaluate wars posi-
tively. In short, survey data appear to be capturing something that is very real. 

What then are the general factors that cause changes in trust for institu-
tions? In his essay “What Does ‘Trust in the Media’ Mean?” Michael 
Schudson focuses on the centrality of changes in journalism, arguing 

that declines in trust follow from increasing journalistic skepticism about govern-
ment and other institutions over the past fifty years. The pivotal moment was the 
Watergate scandal of 1972 to 1974–the years in which our data begin–that led to the 
resignation of President Richard Nixon. Schudson tells us that “Journalism has 
changed substantially at least twice in fifty years, and the technological change of 
the early 2000s should not eclipse the political and cultural change of the 1970s 
in comprehending journalism today.” Through studies of media content, Schud-
son documents the turn from “who-what-when-where” reporting to “how” and 
“why” reporting in which “skepticism is approved, encouraged, and taught.” He 
even implicates colleges and universities. More journalists (and more of the pub-
lic) have a college education, which encourages criticism and skepticism. Further-
more, nonprofit organizations, the twenty-four-hour news cycle, and the inter-
net facilitate continuous monitoring of actions by government and other insti-
tutions. Schudson’s diagnosis is a counterpoint to that of Jasanoff. If becoming 
trustworthy requires the development of civic epistemologies, then journalism’s 
current mode may undermine these efforts through its constant exposure, criti-
cism, and complaint. 

Lee Rainie considers the role of the internet in his essay “Networked Trust & 
the Future of Media.” The decline in trust and polarization of trust began in the 
1970s and 1980s before the internet and social media had become part of Amer-
ican life. The internet began to take off in the mid-1990s with the advent of the 
World Wide Web, browsers, multiplexing, and fiber optic cables. About 50 per-
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cent of Americans used the internet in 2000, half had broadband by 2007, half 
used social media by 2011, and half had a smartphone by 2013.15 Although levels of 
trust began to erode in the 1970s, survey data suggest that, for many institutions, 
acceleration in the decline in trust and increase in polarization of trust took place 
at various times between about 1997 and 2020, as the internet became increasingly 
significant. Watershed events–among them, impeachments, 9/11, the rise of the 
surveillance state, prolonged wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the Tea Party, Oc-
cupy, and Black Lives Matter movements–also affected trust, but each was also in 
part shaped by the growing importance of the internet. 

According to Rainie, the internet matters because “every decision a person 
makes about who or what to trust is a social calculation” so “there is deep inter-
section between changes in information and changes in social arrangements.” 
Consequently, “in the age of social media, the members of users’ personal and 
professional networks are key conduits of civic information and serve as key com-
mentators on that information.” Perhaps because of the creation of these new and 
less familiar social networks and the concomitant damage to the media from the 
internet’s cannibalizing of its advertising, “Americans believe the civic informa-
tion ecosystem is collapsing” and public confidence in social media is very low. 
Almost two-thirds of the American people believe that social media has a mostly 
negative effect on where the country is going, and three-quarters of Americans 
believe that political partisans do not operate in a shared reality or shared moral 
universe. 

Still, it is worth noting, as our authors observe again and again, that broad ex-
pressions of distrust in major institutions get at only part of the truth about trust. 
As Rainie notes, 

The same people who say they do not have confidence in the news media in general 
can also cite news operations they trust, which is often tied to the partisan compo-
sition of news organizations’ audiences. Republicans and conservatives particularly 
gravitate to Fox News, while Democrats and liberals say they trust multiple sources 
such as CNN, The New York Times, PBS, NPR, and NBC News. 

Robert J. Blendon and John M. Benson, meanwhile, tell us that, while Americans 
distrust medicine, they trust the nurses and doctors with whom they interact. And 
Charles Stewart III remarks that voters trust their local election administration. 

Declines in trust may also follow from the actions within specific institu-
tions that violate one or more criteria for legitimacy. In “Religion, De-
mocracy & the Task of Restoring Trust,” Wuthnow paints a vivid picture 

of how religious institutions have been compromised by corruption and scandal 
precisely because they are the arbiters of moral virtue, and he discusses attempts 
to repair lost trust through confessions, independent advisory commissions, and 
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litigation. None of these is entirely effective as “insincere confessions [are] staged 
for media consumption,” investigative committees produce “toothless reports 
that languish in bureaucratic darkness,” and litigation “drags on for years before 
inconsequential penalties are levied.” 

Meares, in “Trust & Models of Policing,” notes that despite their instrumen-
tal effectiveness in crime fighting, the police are distrusted by Black adults, which 
she traces to a history of injustice against African Americans. In their essay “Race 
& Political Trust: Justice as a Unifying Influence on Political Trust,” Cary Wu, 
Rima Wilkes, and David C. Wilson argue that trust depends upon perceptions of 
fairness and social justice and that, given their history, racial and ethnic minority 
groups judge institutions through that lens: 

African Americans experience higher levels of police-stops and incarceration, and this 
pattern is contextualized against the history of a society that has used police to con-
trol, segregate, and denigrate Black people. Because of this history, African Americans 
do not see stop-and-frisk practices or mass incarceration as indications of government 
performing well, although many Whites do. 

Blendon and Benson suggest that, even though the public trusts doctors and nurs-
es, the high cost of health care is a source of distrust in the medical system. In Jan-
uary 2020, before COVID, the public’s top two domestic priorities among a list of 
twenty-two possibilities were lowering the cost of health care and reducing pre-
scription drug prices–objectives shared by Democratic and Republican members 
of the public. In parallel, declining trust in higher education seems to be related to 
high costs. 

In their essay “Specific Sources of Trust in Generals: Individual-Level Trust in 
the U.S. Military,” Max Margulies and Jessica Blankshain explore trust in the mil-
itary through five Ps, which are closely related to the four criteria for legitimacy: 
performance, professionalism, persuasion, personal connection, and partisan-
ship. They find some evidence for performance in wars affecting trust, but “the 
performance hypothesis has a hard time explaining the GSS high point for post-
9/11 military confidence in 2018.” The military gets very high marks for being eth-
ical and professional, but it is not clear how this assessment has driven trust rat-
ings over time. Positive depictions of the military in film and on television suggest 
that persuasion may help to explain confidence in the military, but the evidence 
is not definitive. Personal connections to the military are strongly related to con-
fidence in the military. Once again, however, the impact on trust in the military 
over time is not clear. There are generational differences in confidence in the mili-
tary, but the most substantial gap is between Republicans and Democrats. 

In “Trust in Elections,” Stewart finds two paradoxes in trust for election ad-
ministration in 2020. The first is that while the “procedures to ensure the trust-
worthiness of elections held” and “Americans were more confident in the electoral 
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machinery following the 2020 election than they were in 2016,” Americans were 
also more polarized than ever before. Using data from 2000 to 2019, Stewart finds 
that a relatively consistent 20 to 40 percent of Democrats were very confident that 
“votes nationwide were counted properly” (with upticks after Democratic wins 
and downticks after Republican wins). In contrast, the share of Republicans who 
were very confident that votes were being counted properly sank from 60 percent 
in the aftermath of the contentious 2000 election, in which George W. Bush ul-
timately prevailed, to less than 20 percent in 2018. Moreover, after Biden’s victo-
ry in the 2020 election, while 60 percent of Democrats were very confident that 
votes had been counted properly, only 10 percent of Republicans shared this view. 

The second paradox is that, regardless of party affiliation, voters are about 20 
to 30 percentage points more likely to say that their own vote was counted correct-
ly. These results suggest that different dynamics drive these two measures, “one 
based upon direct experience, and the other mediated by political elites.” We see 
similar patterns for other institutions in which closeness matters: doctors and 
nurses who provide medical care are trusted, but not the medical system; local 
governments are trusted but not the federal government; experience in the mili-
tary or personal acquaintance with someone in the military increases overall trust 
in the military. 

How and why does partisanship affect trust? It is easy to see why parti-
sanship would be related to trust in government in the American system, 
in which the American presidency–the most visible symbol of the gov-

ernment–combines the role of head of state with partisan policy-maker, but it is 
harder to see why it should be associated with trust in nonpolitical institutions. 
One possible link is through partisan political campaigns to discredit them. 

In “From Anti-Government to Anti-Science: Why Conservatives Have Turned 
Against Science,” Oreskes and Conway argue that probusiness conservatives have 
done just that for science because scientific findings about the negative impact of 
business practices on the environment and on public health threaten to limit busi-
ness activity. Oreskes and Conway chart the progression of this effort. First, con-
servatives made the case that free enterprise was one of the foundations of Ameri-
can government, that economic freedom undergirded political freedom, and that 
governmental intervention in business undermined economic freedom. Ronald 
Reagan encapsulated this argument in his inaugural address in 1981, asserting that 
“Government is not the solution to our problem, government is the problem.” He 
later incorporated into press conferences such quips as “I think you all know that 
I’ve always felt the nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m 
from the government, and I’m here to help.”16 Second, as science began to identi-
fy externalities from acid rain, tobacco use, chlorofluorocarbons, and greenhouse 
gases, concerted efforts were made to cast doubt on these findings and on science 
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itself. Third, the partisan divide over science was reinforced by the growing parti-
san divide in religious identity: 

As the Republican Party has become identified with conservative religiosity–in partic-
ular, evangelical Protestantism–religious and political skepticism of science have be-
come mutually constitutive and self-reinforcing. Meanwhile, individuals who are com-
fortable with secularism, and thus secular science, concentrate in the Democratic Party.

For Oreskes and Conway, the distrust in science is a spillover from conservative 
distrust and dislike of government.

Stewart also sees a concerted effort by Republican elites, especially Donald 
Trump, to discredit election administration by claiming that malevolent bureau-
cracies (“the deep state”) stole the 2020 election from Trump. In “American Trust 
in Science & Institutions in the Time of COVID-19,” Hatton and his coauthors find 
a decline in trust in science during the pandemic as many Republican leaders ques-
tioned the advice of experts. “With respect to differences in party affiliation, we 
find that Republicans reported consistent declines in their trust in science during 
the pandemic, while Democrats and independents remained relatively stable.” 
They find that “trust in local elected officials and local and state health departments 
has remained more immune from politics than other information sources.” Final-
ly, Levi notes that the “ascendant populist parties around the world and Trumpism 
in the United States have self-consciously ‘weaponized distrust’ of government 
and indeed of many authorities, including scientific experts and technocrats.” 

A different explanation for polarization is that the leaders of these “nonpolit-
ical” institutions may actually be more partisan than in the past. A 2019 survey 
discussed by Brady and Kent found that respondents attached distinctive parti-
san and ideological perspectives to the people associated with many “nonpoliti-
cal” institutions. Highly religious people, police, bankers, and military generals 
are seen as typically Republicans, and college professors, journalists, labor union 
members, public school teachers, and scientists are viewed as Democrats. Only 
doctors and lawyers are considered to be, on average, neither Republicans nor 
Democrats. In follow-up work, Kent has found some evidence that at least some 
of the perceptions may be right. Since 1980, some professions have become more 
partisan in their political contributions in the same ways found on the surveys.17 
Yet even if there is substance behind these perceptions, we really do not know 
about how the public has come to these perceptions and why the partisanship 
of institutional leaders seems to matter so much in the formation of judgments 
about institutions. 

We need a much better understanding of the forces that have precipitated the 
decline in trust and polarization in confidence. One approach is to look at the sep-
arate histories of the various institutions over the past fifty years. These histo-
ries have, no doubt, been part of the story. However, the overall erosion of trust 
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across multiple institutions and the partisan polarization of trust in most insti-
tutions suggest that we should look more widely for major social trends that have 
shaped these outcomes. Three such developments with broad social consequenc-
es immediately suggest themselves. One is the increase in economic inequality in 
America, which has been implicated in the decline of social trust between people, 
which, in turn, is related to other forms of trust.18 Another is the massive increase 
in immigration that has led to much greater diversity in America, a trend that has 
also been associated with the decline in social trust in local communities, espe-
cially when it is combined with substantial residential segregation.19 And both of 
these trends have been associated with the pronounced partisan polarization of 
American politics that has been catalyzed by the rising number of contested parti-
san primaries, the growth of cable news, and, more recently, the emergence of so-
cial media.20 These trends may have incubated the distrust and misunderstanding 
that have led us to where we are. 

What is the optimal level of trust? It is dangerous to trust institutions 
when they are not trustworthy, as we have learned from periodic scan-
dals that range from Watergate to the abuse of children by Catholic 

priests to the Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment. “The decline in trust in most institu-
tions that public polling has documented since the 1960s,” Schudson argues, “was 
a decline from what was arguably much too unquestioning a level of trust. This is 
clearly true with the federal government, the media, banking, corporate America, 
organized labor, and organized religion.” Margulies and Blankshain believe that 
“Both high and low levels of trust in the military can have adverse consequences.” 
High levels of trust in the military may “upend the hierarchical nature of proper 
democratic civil-military relations” or give some leaders incentives to “use the mili-
tary as political shield/weapon when beneficial, which only serves to further elevate 
the military over civilian institutions and thereby further exacerbate the trust gap.” 
Levi puts it trenchantly: “When a policy depends on the most up-to-date science, 
military intelligence, or other expertise, too much trust of experts can lead to trag-
ic mistakes–à la the war in Iraq or the deadline for the withdrawal from Afghan-
istan–and too little trust can lead to populations resisting what might save their 
lives–à la vaccines for COVID.” Thus, there are downsides to maximizing trust. 
Still, there must be a reasonable basic level of trust for our institutions to operate 
effectively. It seems likely that, at least for some institutions, trust has fallen so low 
that their operations are impaired. The trick is to achieve an appropriate balance. 

Partisan polarization of trust is also a problem if it turns an institution into “just 
another political institution.” Indeed, Schudson ends his essay with the worry that 
partisan divides will do just that by enfeebling the media, medicine, and other in-
stitutions. So, on one hand, it seems startling and counterproductive to see parti-
san divides with respect to trust in institutions. How can an institution get its work 
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done when half the population distrusts it? On the other hand, polarization sug-
gests that the institution itself might need to rethink how it does its work. 

More generally, rethinking the operation of an institution might be necessary 
whenever major groups in society distrust it. Nowhere is this clearer than in the 
deep distrust felt for the police by African Americans, and the persistently large 
gap between Whites and African Americans in trust in the police. As Meares and 
also Wu and coauthors point out, perhaps the problem is the wrong model of polic-
ing and the wrong standard for legitimating the police. “If the primary reason for 
public confidence in police was their effectiveness at crime-fighting,” Meares ex-
plains, “we would expect [given decreases in crime in the past thirty years] confi-
dence to rise during that time rather than to remain flat. Moreover, we would expect  
that the group who received the most benefits of crime-fighting, Black adults, 
would register increasing ratings of confidence even accounting for low base 
rates.” The problem, our authors argue, is designing policing only with regulatory 
and pragmatic legitimacy in mind, while neglecting cultural and normative legit-
imacy. Effective policing requires attention to justice and fairness. Consequently, 
polarization of trust is a problem that requires a better understanding of how to 
legitimate an institution. 

What can be done to restore trust? These essays propose several gener-
al strategies for ameliorating distrust. Jasanoff suggests that experts 
and institutions must get beyond trying to justify science, medicine, 

or policing based upon regulatory authority. They must get better at cultivating 
civic epistemologies–ways of justifying advice–that “give voice to diverse stand-
points, aggregate disparate opinions to produce a measure of objectivity, and find 
persuasive ways to bridge the gaps between available and ideal states of knowl-
edge.” Right now, one critical arena for improvement is criminal justice policy. 
Meares makes several suggestions for restoring trust in the police: better training 
in procedural justice; establishment of civilian boards with authority not only to 
review police actions but also to make policy; and the elimination of the legacy of 
institutional racism that underlies ill-defined vagrancy and loitering laws. 

Levi as well as Oreskes and Conway propose that we need a “progovernment” 
narrative that convincingly explains how governments can solve problems and 
improve citizens’ lives–a point that is implicit in Stewart’s argument. Republi-
can distrust of election administration demonstrates how hard that will be. That 
our election system, by and large, performs well and is worthy of trust is not suffi-
cient to produce trust in those who see government as the problem and who listen 
to leaders who harp on that theme. Criticism of government has become a cultural 
meme that does not require evidence. Getting beyond the neoliberal perspective 
that minimizes government and enshrines market solutions requires inventing 
new and more acceptable ways to think about the social welfare state model. It 
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also requires ensuring that government can actually solve problems by moderniz-
ing and improving its performance. That is a formidable agenda. 

Meares, Wu and coauthors, and others emphasize the importance of a social 
justice perspective in public administration to engender trust among marginal-
ized groups. Modern public administration is already pursuing a more inclusive 
and justice-oriented path, but such efforts are in their infancy. On his first day in 
office, President Biden signed Executive Order 13985, “Advancing Racial Equity 
and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government,” 
which, with the Office of Management and Budget’s report on assessing equity, 
marked it as one of the federal government’s performance goals.21 

There are also more specific suggestions. Blendon and Benson make recom-
mendations for the field of public health. During the COVID-19 pandemic, it be-
came apparent that the public knew very little about what public health officials 
do, and the media coverage of their actions did not match that of doctors and nurs-
es in hospitals. As with all governmental activity, there needs to be more visibility 
for what government does and how it solves problems, but short of creating a hit 
television show with a public health officer as its protagonist, it is not clear how to 
do this. Blendon and Benson also suggest that there should be more separation of 
public health from partisan politics, but this must be done carefully. In many cas-
es during the pandemic, public health officials could invoke sweeping emergen-
cy powers without political consultation, a strategy that, based upon Jasanoff’s 
analysis and recent work on failures of governance during the pandemic, may not 
succeed.22 Ensuring that those who speak on behalf of science represent both par-
ties might be useful, but it would require the development of new networks link-
ing scientists with public health. Hatton and coauthors add another useful idea:  
because local governments are more trusted than the states or national govern-
ment, public health outreach should involve local elected and appointed officials. 

Certainly, the internet has exacerbated the problem of trust by creating so many 
diverse sources of information without mechanisms for assessing their accuracy 
or dependability. Rainie proposes a series of steps for creating trust in the inter-
net. These include giving people more control of their data, changing “social me-
dia algorithms to downplay anger and divisive discourse,” finding ways to promote 
“accuracy, diverse perspectives, and pathways to agreement,” embracing more 
transparency by formal news operations and social media, reviving journalism–
especially local papers–and creating new programs for digital and civic literacy. 
Finding a way to cope with the internet is another major project for our time. 

Can we restore trust? The agenda presented in this volume is daunting: 
develop new civic epistemologies, rethink how institutions (such as po-
lice) operate, reframe the role of government, improve the performance 

of government, and clean up the internet. As Rainie reminds us in his essay, our 
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Credible fact-making for policy demands the same legitimating moves as are re-
quired for credible politics. Experts, like politicians, must represent the world in 
ways that respect diverse standpoints, aggregate disparate opinions to produce a 
semblance of objectivity, and find persuasive ways to bridge gaps between available 
and ideal states of knowledge. Every society, moreover, commands its own cultur-
ally recognized approaches to producing and testing public knowledge, and expert 
practices must conform to these to be broadly accepted. Insisting on the superior au-
thority of science without attending to the politics of reason and persuasion will not 
restore trust in either knowledge or power. Instead, trust can be regained with more 
inclusive processes for framing policy questions, greater attentiveness to dissenting 
voices and minority views, and more humility in admitting where science falls short 
and policy decisions must rest on prudence and concern for the vulnerable.

The present has a way of engulfing all other time. For most of us, today’s 
problems feel bigger, sharper, and more in need of correction than earlier 
ones. This overvaluing of the near past is so pervasive that cognitive psy-

chologists have a name for our tendency to rely on recent memory in deciding for 
the future: the “availability heuristic.”1 Loss of trust in expertise is one such prob-
lem that has acquired unique urgency in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Judged by the proliferation of media reports, books, articles, and research projects 
on the topic, trust suddenly emerged as a salient problem for the Western world in 
the early 2020s. But though it appeared to some as a new social malaise, it was any-
thing but that.2 Looking behind the attention-grabbing headlines, it is clear that 
this crisis of legitimacy took root long before the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak of 2019. 
It had germinated for decades in a miasma of rising skepticism toward expert  
recommendations: in regulatory agencies, in courts, in advisory committees, in 
large corporations, and in international organizations. Seen in hindsight, the elec-
tion of Donald J. Trump to the U.S. presidency in 2016 was not so much a cause as 
a symptom of the growing discontent with expert authority. If “democracy dies in 
darkness,”3 then trust would seem to have died in the glare of transparency, its end 
hastened by the advent of the internet and social media. How can we begin to re-
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pair the frayed nexus of truth and trust in the light of this long and complex histo-
ry and in today’s ruthlessly unforgiving information environment? And how does 
the theorizing of knowledge-power relations in modernity help us in this project? 

In 1770, shortly before the American Revolution, Edmund Burke wrote an es-
say on the loss of trust between the sovereign and the populace in words that still 
resonate strongly. His litany of “present discontents” reads like an eerie forecast 
of our own time: a government “at once dreaded and contemned,” rank, office, 
and title having “lost their reverence,” inaction a “subject of ridicule,” and hardly 
anything that “is sound and entire” but that “disconnection and confusion” pre-
vail abroad and at home.4 When trust collapses, Burke observed, very little can 
be done to summon people back to the same table, real or figurative: “When men 
imagine that their food is only a cover for poison, and when they neither love nor 
trust the hand that serves it, it is not the name of the roast beef of Old England that 
will persuade them to sit down to the table that is spread for them.” His tract was 
widely interpreted as a call for a better organized form of politics. Burke asked his 
readers to rise above factionalism and embrace the formation of political parties 
within which people would subordinate individual self-interest to a shared com-
mitment to the good of the nation. “Party,” he wrote, “is a body of men united for 
promoting by their joint endeavours the national interest, upon some particular 
principle in which they are all agreed.” Only by principled and virtuous associ-
ation would people acquire the strength and stamina to achieve higher political 
goals. Trust, in short, was a matter of getting the politics of association right, to 
better align what people should aspire to achieve in public life with what could be 
practically accomplished. 

The task of restoring legitimacy to experts and governing institutions looks 
equally desperate in twenty-first-century America, where the COVID-19 pandem-
ic has raised the stakes yet higher for both experts and governments.5 In fights over 
mask and vaccine mandates, disaffected citizens furiously questioned, and often 
flouted, public health requirements that government officials justified on claims 
of sound science. In April 2022, a federal judge in Florida unilaterally overturned 
the government’s mandate to wear masks in airports and on public transporta-
tion, to the consternation of public health authorities.6 The causal relationship 
between these acts of opposition and rising COVID case counts and deaths became 
another topic of contestation. Activists and resisters upended normal rules of ci-
vility in shops and restaurants, school board meetings, legislative assemblies, and 
airplanes in full flight. With trust in authority at historic lows, America confront-
ed a moment of disrepair and reckoning similar to Burke’s, and hence also a mo-
ment for rethinking what it might take to reconnect people to their ruling institu-
tions so that policy-makers’ claims, reasoning, and compulsions might again be 
seen as legitimate. Unlike in Burke’s day, parties are not the answer: the two lead-
ing parties are embroiled in hostile moves likened to tribal warfare. From each po-
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sition, the other’s facts and reasons are tagged as suspect and dangerous. On the 
most urgent social issues of the present–from fair elections and racial justice to 
climate change and public health–there seems to be no shared base of trusted ex-
pertise or common knowledge on which the government might build policy com-
promise, let alone consensus. Authoritarianism looms as the feared backlash.7 

When such radical “disconnection and confusion” prevail, there is no choice 
for democracy but to go back to basics. Possibly the most foundational of mo-
dernity’s assumptions is that there are universally valid facts, many revealed by 
science, on which everyone must agree, and these provide the necessary ground-
ing for values to negotiate from. Hannah Arendt, writing in 1967 on the tensions 
between truth and politics, accepted that politics encompasses the art of persua-
sive lying, but she insisted that factual truth puts a backstop on what politics can 
change at will, even when politicians think they can get away with mass decep-
tion.8 When distrust is endemic as now, however, facticity itself must be put under 
the lens. Where and how is public knowledge produced and what is the appropri-
ate role for science in informing politics? Can science legitimate policies of high 
economic, social, and political consequence while remaining, in terms constant-
ly invoked by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), “policy-
relevant but not policy-prescriptive”?9 How can any expert body accomplish that 
delicate balancing of relevance and non-prescription without losing the public’s 
confidence? 

Several decades of scholarship in science and technology studies (STS) offer 
an indispensable starting point for addressing these questions, and they starkly 
underline the futility of trying to maintain sharp boundaries between the work of 
science and the work of politics. STS research has transformed our understanding 
of the nature of facts, knowledge, and expertise by examining in depth how scien-
tists build new knowledge domains, innovate methods, deal with uncertainty, and 
come to agree on phenomena that are eventually treated as facts. Science, seen 
through the STS lens, is never a pure encounter between the powerful, discerning 
mind of the truth-telling natural philosopher and an unchangeable, preordained, 
external nature. Rather, it is always a collectively constructed representation of 
reality, a product of group effort, undertaken by communities of shared knowl-
edge and belief, embedded within institutions and cultures that have their own 
social, political, and economic dynamics.10 That multilayered social framework 
shapes how scientists look at the world, what they choose to investigate, and how 
they interpret what they have seen within their own select communities. 

Translating the results of science’s painstaking discovery process into political 
or policy domains, subject to their own rules of the game, exposes scientific con-
sensus to alien forms of skepticism and added demands for legitimation.11 Out-
siders to science’s normal processes of consensus-building may reject the insider 
agreements on varied grounds, such as perceived corruption, opposing religious 
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and cultural beliefs, or experiential knowledge that runs counter to what scientists 
take for granted. The factors that contribute to disconnects between experts and 
lay citizens need to be disentangled if trusting relations are to be rebuilt. Expert-lay 
relationships, moreover, are mediated by institutions that themselves must strike 
an uneasy balance between scientific claims and political expediency. In the pub-
lic domain, expert knowledge is called upon to perform three tasks that cannot 
be contained within the practices that philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn fa-
mously described as “normal science”12: representation of phenomena deemed rel-
evant for policy (what is the nature of the problem we are seeing?); aggregation  
of knowledge from diverse sources and viewpoints (how do we reconcile different 
interpretations of what we see?); and bridging to fill gaps between what is known 
and what is needed for problem-solving (how do we extrapolate from available 
data, or decide when we know enough?). Through techniques of representation, 
science often shows us new things to care about (such as the ozone hole, climate 
change, fetal abnormality, rising income inequality). Through aggregation of dis-
parate viewpoints, science seeks to tell a coherent–and, for policy purposes, ac-
tionable–story about complex, contested phenomena (such as a maximum mean 
temperature rise to maintain a stable climate or an interest rate hike to stop infla-
tion). And through bridging mechanisms such as statistical analysis, models, and 
algorithms, science enables predictions from imperfect knowledge (like which 
prisoner is likely to revert to criminal behavior upon release, how much food will 
be needed to feed a growing world population, how far must greenhouse gas emis-
sions be cut to prevent a climate catastrophe, or how likely is it that an asymptom-
atic, COVID-positive individual will infect a contact group?).

Importantly, just as the political tasks of representation, aggregation, and com-
promise are accountable to preexisting norms and rules, so too are the basic prac-
tices of public knowledge-making accountable to local cultures of sense-making, 
or “civic epistemologies.”13 The three sets of practices that are essential for mak-
ing public facts–representation, aggregation, and bridging–are neither universal 
nor grounded in an invariant “scientific method.” Normally backgrounded in the  
theater of politics, these culturally authorized procedures for producing pub-
lic knowledge must be understood and respected in efforts to rebuild trust in the 
wake of crises such as the pandemic. Civic epistemologies are part of the machinery 
whereby contemporary polities integrate knowledge with values, and they constrain 
the range of approaches to getting publics to accept and agree on facts. In the United 
States, for example, such background norms include a preference for experts qual-
ified by certified disciplinary credentials and for open, adversarial contests among  
stakeholders, even if such contestation makes closure difficult. Closed-door nego-
tiations among experts representing diverse economic and political positions have 
found less favor in the American context than in many European countries, though 
those approaches are more likely to lead to consensus on factual claims.14 
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Burke’s solution to his era’s political discontents famously was a defense of 
more energetic collective action. He proclaimed that “no men could act 
with effect who did not act in concert; that no men could act in concert 

who did not act with confidence; that no men could act with confidence who were 
not bound together by common opinions, common affections, and common in-
terests.” Parties, for Burke, would represent the collective, aggregate their core 
values, and bridge differences among members even if individuals disagreed on 
some of their less central values. 

In modern times, science has stepped in to provide an added foundation of 
commonality that many see as essential for societies to act in concert and with ef-
fect. To the list of opinions, affections, and interests, all of which can be factional-
ized, science has added the superior force of common knowledge, which, by defi-
nition, sits above mere interests. Good scientific knowledge is viewed throughout 
the world as indispensable to the running of modern societies. It gives politicians 
and policy-makers authority to identify, frame, and prioritize problems, assess the 
likelihood of possible outcomes, evaluate their consequences, and design work-
able responses. But although democracy theorists from Arendt to contemporary 
political epistemologists such as Hélène Landemore agree on a polity’s need for 
shared truths to serve these purposes, where to look for common factual under-
standings in pluralistic societies and how best to arrive at them are by no means 
settled.15 Indeed, the risks of political fracture and fractiousness, even on ques-
tions of scientific fact, have grown more intense in our era of instant electron-
ic communications and opinion-shaping digital technologies than in the older, 
slower days of newsprint, telephones, and television.16

Democracy theorists have tended to divide on what we may call the “knowledge 
question” and its implications for legitimacy and trust: Is shared knowledge indis-
pensable for good democracy? If so, then how should one treat factual disagreement 
in communities of free-thinking and necessarily heterogeneous opinion holders? 
John Rawls, one of the most influential political theorists of the twentieth century, 
advocated a position of “epistemic abstinence,” associated with the argument that 
insisting on any singular truth as a precondition for good politics would simply re-
sult in coercion of the less powerful by those with more power.17 In a series of rebut-
tals, other political theorists have insisted that abstaining from truth claims is not 
only not a necessary condition for political consensus, but that a positive commit-
ment to correct epistemic positions is essential for functioning democracies. Lande-
more, in particular, holds that for a democracy to be successful, it must subscribe 
to what she calls a “procedure-independent” standard of validity or correctness: in 
other words, democratic processes cannot insist on neutrality with respect to where 
the truth lies.18 Getting the right answers, in accordance with standards that are not 
themselves embedded in politics, is part and parcel of good government, along with 
securing the fundamental values of equality, fairness, and justice. 
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It is one thing to subscribe to an ideal of independent standards of correctness, 
however, and quite another to work out where such standards can be found. STS 
research has repeatedly demonstrated that what we accept as fact for policy pur-
poses is not a preexisting condition of the world, discoverable through policy-
neutral processes, but rather the endpoint of socially sanctioned methods of ob-
servation, argument, negotiation, and persuasion.19 The production of credible 
facts thus depends on prior agreement about the right ways to go about finding 
facts. Without such settled agreements, controversies about the validity of sa-
lient claims and findings are prone to persist or continually resurface. Moreover, 
in the age of social media, the lines between claim, finding, fact, information, 
knowledge, and evidence are easily blurred. Scientists themselves have contrib-
uted to confusion by abandoning the slow and costly processes of peer review and 
fact-checking to disseminate attention-grabbing claims–what political scientist 
Yaron Ezrahi evocatively called “out-formations”–rapidly into the consumer 
marketplace in place of better validated information.20 Such behavior is all the 
more common in times of crisis, when reputation, intellectual property rights, 
and financial support may hinge on claiming priority for one’s own work above 
that of competitors and rivals. 

In keeping with traditional political theory, however, conventional explana-
tions for the loss of trust in institutions providing critically needed, policy-rele-
vant knowledge tend to fall back on blaming the recipients and not the generators 
of knowledge. The realist conception of science dominates the public discourse, 
most especially in the United States, reinforcing the notion that facts have valid-
ity independent of human process, will, or intention. Possibly the most common 
move is to pin the cause of distrust on the public’s misunderstanding of science, 
which itself is explained in varied ways.21 On one common view, it is simply a 
matter of ignorance. There is a built-in asymmetry between experts, who arrive at 
the truth by virtue of their specialist knowledge, skills, and experience, and non
expert publics who are too ill-informed, technically deficient, or interest- and in-
stinct-driven to accept the expert pronouncements as true. The legitimacy of ex-
pert consensus is not put in question. It is the deniers who are seen to have turned 
away from expert judgment because they are “antiscience” or have bought into 
the radically relativist “post-truth” position that there is no truth apart from pol-
itics: it is power all the way down.22 In the United States, the divisive years of the 
Trump presidency added weight to this diagnosis through repeated attacks on sci-
ence advice from the highest places in politics–so much so that many left-lean-
ing scientists and commentators greeted President Joseph Biden’s narrow win in 
2020 as a victory for science in a country widely seen as almost evenly split be-
tween pro- and antiscience factions.23

A second, partly related view is to blame popular misunderstanding on con-
scious corrupters of the truth who appropriate and subvert the processes of sci-
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ence in order to manufacture doubt where none should exist, sow confusion 
where clarity should prevail, and sap people’s will to act by diluting the power 
of the expert consensus. Here again the public is cast in a passive and unknow-
ing role in accordance with what STS scholars call the “deficit model.” Culprits 
in these corruption stories include powerful private groups, most prominently 
the fossil fuel, chemical, and tobacco industries, and scientists who sell their ser-
vices to such lobbies for money and fame.24 From the standpoint of the media, 
the pandemic spawned a new rogues’ gallery of scientists who touted quack rem-
edies or cures lacking adequate scientific validation, such as the drugs ivermectin 
and hydroxychloroquine. But the line between rogue and responsible was never 
so easy to draw. Prominent among the dissidents endorsing hydroxychloroquine, 
for example, was France’s Didier Raoult, a charismatic, politically well-connect-
ed, and highly credentialed member of France’s COVID-19 committee from Mar-
seille. Raoult’s work had long been regarded with suspicion by colleagues in the 
French scientific establishment, for whom he was an outlier.25 In a time of great 
public anxiety and demand for quick solutions, however, a figure like Raoult, who 
offered certainty and was not manifestly unqualified, carried heightened author-
ity. He won powerful support in France and elsewhere, although critics turned on 
him for deluding people who seemingly did not have the knowledge or capacity to 
disentangle good science from bad. 

While the deficit model rightly points to gaps in expertise between special-
ists and publics, and hence is reassuring to mainstream science, it leaves unan-
swered highly pertinent questions about the politics of trust. Why, though indica-
tors demonstrate consistently high public confidence in science and medicine, do 
some claims dismissed by mainstream science nonetheless gain ground in public 
opinion? What accounts for particular focal points of distrust, and why do ob-
vious (even ridiculous) falsehoods find readier, more fertile ground in some so-
cieties than others? The STS framework of co-production helps make sense of 
these puzzles. This theoretical posture derives from demonstrated intimate con-
nections between how we see the world (epistemic truth) and how we value the 
world and wish to live in it (normative truth or justice).26 Whereas much of ad-
ministrative and legal practice is geared toward separating the former from the 
latter, the framework of co-production posits that in practice the building of nat-
ural ontologies and representations, usually seen as the preserve of science, pro-
ceeds hand in hand with the work of developing discourses, identities, and insti-
tutions in any society. Indeed, an expert institution has authority as such–that 
is, it enjoys institutionalized credibility–precisely because it can authorize both 
knowledge and norms in order to persuade its audiences what are the right beliefs 
and why those beliefs are the ones to live by. It is not that expert institutions find 
and purvey truths from some “outside” that exists independent of society; it is 
that institutions such as courts and expert regulatory agencies are accepted as le-
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gitimate largely because of their capacity to diagnose what matters to people and 
deliver credible knowledge on those issues.27

Co-production is a pervasive feature of modernity simply because the lives we 
live could not be led without the infrastructure of reliable expert knowledge. Find-
ing examples of co-production is therefore more a matter of how one chooses to 
look at the role of knowledge in decision-making than what specific problems one 
chooses to look at. Almost any technical certainty we live by can be revisited and 
re-narrated in the idiom of co-production. It is, however, easiest to demonstrate 
this process at work when significantly new ways of knowing the world gain a 
hold on public consciousness and move societies to collective action. These might 
include the germ theory of disease, the discovery of the ozone hole, the attribu-
tion of some cancers to chemicals, the reality of anthropogenic climate change, 
or the identification of inequality as a social problem.28 In each of these instanc-
es, as in countless less transformative or consequential moments of altered un-
derstanding, the change in public awareness followed no simple, linear path from 
scientific discovery to concerted action. Rather, what historians, political scien-
tists, sociologists, and STS scholars, among others, have repeatedly document-
ed is an intertwined, often long-drawn evolution of new instruments and ways 
of seeing (such as microscopes, atmospheric chemistry, toxicology tests, climate 
models, statistics); professionals with acknowledged skills and training (such as 
doctors, earth scientists, modelers, economists); groups willing to be seen as af-
fected (such as asymptomatic disease carriers, bearers of genetic risk, econom-
ically disadvantaged groups); and institutions capable of making and certifying 
knowledge claims even under conditions of uncertainty (such as university de-
partments, professional societies, expert committees, and regulatory agencies).

What emerges forcefully from these convergent lines of research on knowl-
edge production is that–especially in contested political domains–the legitima-
cy of scientific facts and representations cannot be disentangled from the ways in 
which powerful actors account for their claims of expertise to varied audiences. 
In this sense, public knowledge and public authority are interdependent and co- 
produced. Put differently, standards of epistemic correctness do not stand outside 
of politics but are configured through the same processes of social authorization 
as political legitimacy. It follows that any attempt to build trust solely on the basis 
of the claimed robustness of science, without addressing the associated politics, is 
likely to founder under stress. 

The framework of co-production has rendered obsolete the model of sci-
ence policy captured in the well-known phrase “speaking truth to power.”  
That description of the idealized relationship between science and poli-

tics firmly located truth-making on one side of a normative wall and political ac-
tion on the other. Neither side, this formulation implies, should be allowed to in-
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terfere with or contaminate the other: scientists and technical experts should find 
and speak the truth, wherever it may lead; and power should enact society’s pur-
poses, with deference to the truths spoken by science, but not constrained to act 
in specific ways based solely on what the science says. It is a foundational find-
ing of STS that such a bright line between truth and power does not exist in prac-
tice–not until it has been put in place as a result of negotiation or the exercise 
of power.29 Politics and power, with small p’s, enter into the practices of public 
knowledge-making in innumerable ways, from close-in choices of instrumenta-
tion, methods, and disciplinary criteria of soundness by scientists to larger public 
determinations about the sources and objectives of research funding, the framing 
of questions that need to be answered, and decisions about when to declare that 
knowledge is sufficiently robust for application. The uses may range widely, from 
administering a vaccine to launching a rocket to offering an algorithmic substi-
tute for counting a population, and much else besides. In each instance, the de-
ployment of knowledge or technology is a social choice, shot through with collec-
tive values and preferences. 

For practical purposes, of course, as members of modern societies, we mostly 
accept expert claims and technological artifacts unquestioningly and at face val-
ue in our daily lives–for example, airplane timetables, food labels, drug doses, 
or standardized test results–simply as the price of leading our lives without con-
stant uncertainty. But it remains the case that each of the countless points of epis-
temic stability, or stubbornness, that we rely on daily comes with its own history 
of struggle and compromise. And when any one of them becomes controversial, 
such as through allegations of racial bias in the case of standardized tests, that pre-
history can be excavated and reopened for contestation.

This state of affairs, in which a largely invisible world of expert knowledge 
and skills undergirds the safety, security, and quality of our lives, has led to what 
we might see as a tacit constitutional settlement: no representation (of condi-
tions in the world) without representation (of the voices of those affected). In-
deed, one great movement of democracy through the long twentieth century has 
been toward publics in all societies demanding more transparency, accountabili-
ty, and say in the ways that experts determine, and rulers deploy, facts of relevance 
to all our lives. These moves take many different, culturally grounded forms. 
Some countries have turned to the law through measures such as the 1946 U.S. 
Administrative Procedure Act guaranteeing hearings before regulatory action, 
France’s Charter for the Environment cementing citizens’ right to participate in 
decision-making, and the South African Supreme Court’s decision upholding the 
public’s constitutional right to participate in law-making on issues of life.30 In 
other contexts, citizens have taken to the streets in droves to signal dissatisfaction 
with official policies on technological issues, such as Germany’s massive nucle-
ar protests in the 1970s or the 2008 beef protests in South Korea challenging the 
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government’s decision to import U.S. beef despite public concerns over mad cow 
disease. What all these moves have in common is a deepening unease with rule by 
experts and a worry that government reliance on technical expertise often masks 
the promotion of particular sectarian, class, or economic interests at the expense 
of the broader public good. The breakdown of trust in experts thus can be traced 
to a deeper sense of being excluded from the processes by which powerful expert 
knowledge is made.

Demands for representation raise a corollary problem that Rawls and other 
political philosophers have wrestled with: what to do about the dilemma 
of epistemic pluralism, or the fact that in modern societies, people may 

see things differently based on their particular interests and standpoints. Since 
the Progressive Era, a pragmatic answer has been to look to expert institutions to 
aggregate epistemic differences and develop consensus on complex policy prob-
lems requiring diverse technical inputs.31 The IPCC is one such body with enor-
mous clout at the international level, a cowinner with former U.S. Vice President 
Al Gore of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize for alerting the world to the perils of climate 
change. The COVID-19 pandemic thrust any number of other national and global 
expert bodies into the limelight, from the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC) in the United States to the World Health Organization (WHO). One 
might have expected bodies such as these to consolidate trust during the pandem-
ic, but despite their long-established claims to expert authority, neither the CDC 
nor the WHO proved equal to the task. Under pressure to justify extensive and un-
palatable restrictions on personal liberty in the name of public health, neither or-
ganization found its expert reputation to be a sufficient shield. Both fell victim to 
charges that they were captive to special interests whose political impulses had 
colored the parent body’s reading of the evidence. 

Faced with such challenges, expert groups often adopt the discourse of factual 
truth almost as a conditioned reflex. They claim to be “following the science,” as if 
their own practices of representation, aggregation, and bridging had nothing to do 
with the knowledge they relied upon. The discourse of truth seeks to abandon the 
messy battleground of epistemic pluralism by escaping to a position above the fray, 
seemingly untouched and untouchable by political winds. In complex modern so-
cieties, some epistemic moves that serve this purpose have come to be accepted as 
necessary if an expert body’s judgment is to be trusted. Chief among these is the 
claim of objectivity, the posture that allows knowledge-makers to speak as if from 
a viewpoint untainted by cognitive bias, subjectivity, or special interest. 

Objectivity, however, is not procedure-independent in the sense desired by 
political theory. It is not an invariant standard but a historically and culturally 
grounded achievement.32 Objectivity is constructed in accordance with locally 
specific criteria of virtue and validity that experts must respect if they are to as-
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sert their credibility and legitimacy. Three standpoints are widely seen as guar-
antors of objectivity, although each is achieved through its particular epistemic 
practices and forms of accountability: the view from nowhere (sanctioned by the 
methods of empirical science and quantitative analysis); the view from everywhere 
(sanctioned by inclusive representation and fair deliberation); and the view from 
somewhere (sanctioned by individual witnessing and moral authenticity).33 These 
standpoints are often brought together within decision-making institutions be-
cause each has its frailties and thus, on its own, is vulnerable to challenge and cri-
tique. Performed together, they are thought to ensure a kind of overlapping con-
sensus that offers a closer approximation to truth and reality.

A formal courtroom proceeding, for instance, unites the view from somewhere 
and the view from nowhere. Opposing parties make their case, unabashedly rep-
resenting their interpretation of the evidence with all the persuasive tools at their 
disposal. Markers of authenticity, such as expressions of sincerity or remorse, car-
ry weight in such representations, which is why defense lawyers generally try to 
put their clients on the stand. While legal ethics forbids outright lying by lawyers 
and witnesses, the spin placed on the facts is allowed to be as partisan as good ad-
vocacy can make it, and there is no obligation to represent the situation from any 
viewpoint other than the litigants’ own. It falls to the judge or jury to derive from 
the opposing arguments a conclusion that does not bear the positional stamp of 
the parties, but distills from clashing testimonies “from somewhere” a detached 
and impersonal verdict “from nowhere.” The scientific process of peer review fol-
lowed by editorial judgment offers a similarly hybrid approach: the editor’s task 
is to synthesize from multiple reviews, each possibly reflecting the reviewer’s per-
sonal biases, a composite recommendation that pushes a publication closer to im-
partial truth.

By contrast, fact-finding within a typical expert advisory committee aims to 
produce a synthetic view from everywhere that does not foreground personal 
opinion or special interests. Here, the presumption is that holism is the best ap-
proach to fact-making, and a committee comes closest to reality by combining all 
relevant perspectives into an inclusive whole. While the size and composition of 
expert bodies may vary, based on the scope and significance of the issues at stake, 
the notion that they should incorporate political as well as epistemic diversity is 
widely held. Committees entrusted with public fact-making often represent mul-
tiple disciplines, as well as a cross-section of stakeholder perspectives. Though 
each participant may bring a view from somewhere, colored by the specifics of 
that position, the presumption is that, by integrating knowledge from every sig-
nificant standpoint, the collective body arrives at a representation that can be ac-
cepted as unbiased, and hence objective, by all. To strengthen the appearance of 
consensus, some bodies take pains to avoid dissenting opinions, though others 
see dissents as contributing to the committee’s credibility.
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Some approaches to aggregating diverse epistemic positions avoid mediating 
bodies such as courts or committees and seek instead to take the measure of pub-
lic opinion directly through mechanisms such as deliberative polling or referen-
da. Associated particularly with the work of political scientist James S. Fishkin, 
deliberative polling attempts to combine the virtues of crowd-sourcing informa-
tion and opinion formation through deliberation in small groups.34 Any effort to 
model so large and amorphous a collective as a public can be critiqued for errors 
of sampling and faulty representation, and Fishkin’s approach has drawn its share 
of such commentary. From an STS perspective, however, the more serious lim-
itation is that instrumental elicitations of public opinion as inputs to policy may 
reinforce the biases that led to particular, possibly un- or antidemocratic formu-
lations of public problems. For example, in a far-reaching study of deliberative 
mechanisms designed to set limits on embryo research, STS scholar J. Benjamin 
Hurlbut showed that most methods of aggregating citizens’ views on the subject 
narrowed the scope of deliberation while technology itself was enlarging the goals 
and purposes of intervening in human reproduction.35 Such mismatches between 
what is of concern to citizens and what actually gets discussed in formal delibera-
tive proceedings can contribute to the gulf between experts and publics and to the 
undermining of trust.

In practice, collective knowledge-making in any society draws on long-accepted  
traditions of representation, aggregation, and bridging gaps between what is and 
what needs to be known. Expert processes do not freely adopt styles of how to ar-
gue and how to build agreement. They are regulated by law or embedded in polit-
ical tradition. Modes of demonstrating objectivity are similarly conditioned by 
prior social commitments, including rules governing expert professions or de-
rived from administrative law. For example, the view from nowhere has earned 
special purchase in American politics through entrenched and interlocking prac-
tices of public claims-testing that differ considerably from those in other nations 
with comparably active democracies and powerful scientific communities.36 
These cross-cultural differences play a substantial part in framing how the prob-
lem of trust manifests itself within a given society.

The intertwined production of public facts and public norms means that 
expert bodies cannot achieve buy-in unless their epistemic practices are 
accepted as valid by the societies in which they operate. These practices 

vary widely across political systems, even though in principle all such bodies are 
committed to the same standards of objectivity, “sound science,” and “evidence-
based” judgment. Just as cultures are defined by recognized and recurrent prac-
tices of meaning-making around fundamental social relations–such as kinship, 
marriage, worship, property rights, death and dying–so political cultures gravi-
tate toward the institutionalized patterns of public fact-making, demonstration, 
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and reasoning that I have termed civic epistemologies. National political cultures 
differ, for instance, in the methods they use to construct objectivity in public de-
cisions: through delegation to trusted individuals such as experienced civil ser-
vants, through consensus-building within multipartite representative bodies, or 
through adversarial processes designed to sift good from bad arguments and ap-
peal to impartial knowledge. Institutions that conform to their culture’s domi-
nant civic epistemologies are able to maintain public trust because experts and lay 
publics agree on the right way to develop facts and arguments; by the same token, 
institutions sacrifice trust and credibility if they operate without awareness of, or 
against the grain of, their culture’s preferred ways of knowing.

Sometime in April 2020, a new icon of trust emerged on the American scene: 
Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 
Diseases and chief medical advisor to the president. Born on Christmas Eve in 
1940, Fauci was an unlikely folk hero. Yet the slogan “In Fauci We Trust” sprouted 
on innumerable yard signs and pop culture merchandise like mugs and T-shirts. 
Dubbed the “nation’s top infectious disease expert,” Fauci conducted countless 
press interviews while also appearing frequently at President Trump’s side in his 
daily briefings on the pandemic. Fauci’s absences drew panicky comments, and 
his “two-second grimace and a face-palm”37 on a day when the president joked 
about the “deep state department” turned him into an internet sensation. As one 
expert on popular culture observed, “he seems to be talking sense and science.”38 
It is tempting to read the Fauci phenomenon as an example of America buying 
into the view from somewhere, specifically the position of personal credibility oc-
cupied by the honest and experienced Dr. Fauci. More plausibly, however, Fauci 
came to personify the caretaking ethos of the physician who has sworn an oath to 
put the patient’s health foremost, in a moment when no one else in the federal ad-
ministration seemed to offer coherence, competence, or caring. So seen, Fauci be-
came the voice of transcendent epistemic authority because his mission was that 
of the nation’s healer, an embodiment of the view from everywhere. Instructive-
ly, the CDC’s efforts to restore trust through abstract appeals to science (the view 
from nowhere) in the first year of the Biden administration proved less persuasive 
than Fauci’s pronouncements at the pandemic’s height. 

The peculiarity of the U.S. debate over the trustworthiness of pandemic sci-
ence emerges most clearly by contrasting it with parallel developments in other 
Western democracies.39 Strident objections to vaccine and mask mandates sur-
faced elsewhere too, for example, in Germany, France, and Canada, but these 
mapped onto political dissatisfaction with the country’s ruling party. Thus, in 
France, protests against the required use of the passe sanitaire (later passe vaccinal) 
to gain entry into specified public spaces reflected much of the same discontent 
with the policies of Emmanuel Macron that had also fueled the “yellow vest” pro-
tests of 2019.40 At stake in the European debates were explicit constitutional ques-
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tions, such as the extent of the state’s emergency powers and the proportionality 
of the state’s mandates in relation to the solidity of the available evidence. Neither 
the dissidents nor the press cast the conflict as one over scientific validity, whereas 
American media continued to frame comparable U.S. conflicts as stand-offs be-
tween the authorizing forces of science and politics. As late as February 2022, two 
years into the pandemic, an editorial in The Washington Post declared, “Science, 
not politics, should dictate school mask mandates.”41

Debates in Britain focused even less centrally on science or on epidemiological 
evidence. In sharp contrast to the U.S. case, the most politically visible contro-
versies of the pandemic era had to do with rule-following by scientists, political 
officials, and the prime minister himself. The epidemiologist Neil Ferguson, the 
prime minister’s chief strategy adviser Dominic Cummings, and eventually Boris 
Johnson all paid hefty political prices when each appeared to set himself above 
the constricting rules that applied to the rest of the British public. Boozy Down-
ing Street parties, some attended by Johnson, called forth police investigations 
and sanctions, while images of these seemingly illicit gatherings circulated in so-
cial media alongside the poignant, dignified image of the Queen observing public 
health guidelines by mourning alone the death of her husband of seventy-three 
years. The British public by and large went along with the rules, taking special 
pride in winning the race to approve the first COVID-19 vaccine. Mask mandates 
were accepted as matters of public health prudence, and few recorded incidents 
emerged of conflict over people’s acceptance or rejection of masking rules.

The point here is subtle, but profoundly important for the topic of trust in sci-
ence and expertise. Only in the United States was science repeatedly represented, 
and called upon, as a direct authorizer of restrictions on public conduct. In oth-
er countries, from authoritarian China to democratic Western Europe and coun-
tries of the Global South, such as Brazil and India, conflict centered on the role of 
specific mediating bodies–elected or unelected officials, political parties, expert 
committees–responsible for translating knowledge to action. The institutional 
authority of science itself in the public eye proved most fragile in the country, the 
United States, whose dominant civic epistemology relies most heavily on main-
taining a strict separation between facts and values. Put differently, trust eroded 
most where the alleged objectivity of science was called to substitute for a more 
open politics of representation, aggregation, and bridging.

Conventional wisdom in America calls for restoring trust in governing in-
stitutions by doubling down on technocracy’s most sacred legitimating 
devices: scientific integrity, separating science from politics, and teaching 

science to publics constantly seen as being in a deficit of knowledge and under-
standing. This is consistent with the commitment to the distinction between epis-
temic truth and populist politics that has been a defining feature of this nation’s 
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civic epistemology, as propagated by its intellectual and professional elites and by 
many democracy theorists. An approach grounded in STS suggests that this way 
of thinking will not get to the heart of weakened trust in our era of fractured facts 
and polarized parties. If there is something still to be taken away from Burke’s pre-
scription for how to restore trust in a time of profound discontent, it is that the an-
swer lies in doing politics better–only, in modern times, that prescription has to 
extend beyond making stronger political collectives to improving the production 
of knowledge for politics. Parties alone cannot be the answer when the parties are 
separated by their understanding of the rightful connections between power and 
expertise. At the same time, mechanisms geared toward improving science com-
munication or sampling public opinion on already defined policy issues are also 
likely to fall short by ignoring the intertwining of epistemic and political values. 

Credible fact-making for policy purposes demands the same broad moves as 
are required for credible politics. Experts must represent things in the world in 
ways that give voice to diverse standpoints, aggregate disparate opinions to pro-
duce a measure of objectivity, and find persuasive ways to bridge the gaps between 
available and ideal states of knowledge. Expert practices in any society, moreover, 
must conform to its own recognized approaches to producing and testing public 
knowledge. Simply insisting on the authority of science without attending to the 
politics of reason and persuasion has proved not to restore trust in either knowl-
edge or power. In a polarized political system like that of the United States, where 
each side doubts the other’s epistemic integrity, there is no panacea that will mag-
ically restore trust. Modest beginnings can be made, however, with more inclusive 
processes for framing policy questions, greater attentiveness to dissenting voices 
and minority views, and humility in admitting where regulatory restrictions are 
based more on prudence and concern for others than on “sound science.” Ulti-
mately, the solution to a world whose “solemn plausibilities . . . have lost their rev-
erence and effect” is not to walk away from the politics of truth, but to under-
stand, improve, and knowingly embrace it.
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Fifty Years of Declining Confidence &  
Increasing Polarization in Trust  

in American Institutions

Henry E. Brady & Thomas B. Kent

Except for the military and science, confidence in most American political and non-
political institutions has fallen precipitously over the past fifty years. Declines in 
trust are partly the result of dissatisfaction with governmental and institutional ac-
countability and concomitant skepticism about the competency and responsiveness 
of institutions. Declines are also the result of a polarization in trust in institutions, 
as Republicans trust business, the police, religion, and the military much more than 
Democrats, whose confidence in these institutions, except the military, has fallen. In 
turn, Democrats trust labor, the press, science, higher education, and public schools 
much more than Republicans, whose confidence in these institutions has fallen. 
Declines and polarization in confidence may be traceable to political polarization 
stemming from increasing income inequality and segregation in America. With po-
larization and decreasing trust in institutions, it becomes more difficult to fight epi-
demics, maintain faith in policing, and deal with problems such as climate change. 

Everyday life depends upon confidence in institutions. We trust the military 
and police to protect us, businesses to deliver safe products at reasonable 
prices, educational institutions to instruct our children, the media to trans­

mit truthful and useful information, doctors and lawyers to cure and defend us, 
and government to act in our best interest. But confidence in these institutions 
has declined and become politically polarized in the past fifty years. How and why 
has this happened? What does it mean for America when trust declines and some 
people trust institutions more than others, especially when the split in trust is 
across party lines? 

Every year or two since the early 1970s, the Gallup Poll, NORC’s General Social 
Survey (GSS), and the Harris Poll have asked a series of questions about the pub­
lic’s confidence in the “people in charge of running institutions” or in these “in­
stitutions” themselves. Each survey typically asks about fifteen or so institutions, 
although not all the same ones. Over the entire period we have continuous data on 
four political institutions and sixteen nonpolitical ones.1 
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The four political institutions are the presidency, the executive branch, Con­
gress, and the Supreme Court of the United States.2 Trust in these governing insti­
tutions has declined dramatically in the past fifty years (see Figure 1). On a scale 
with answers of:

(3) “a great deal of confidence,” 

(2) “quite a lot of confidence,” 

(1) “some confidence,” 

(0) “hardly any confidence at all,” 

confidence in the presidency has gone from usually nearer “quite a lot” in the 
1970s and 1980s (except for just after the Watergate scandal around 1972 to 1974) 
to just “some” in the last decade.3 Between the period of 1972 to 1979 and the peri­
od of 2010 to 2021, confidence in Congress declined by 45 percent. Confidence in 
the presidency and in the executive branch declined by about 20 percent, and con­
fidence in the Supreme Court declined by 12 percent.4 These changes mirror the 
drop in trust in “government” of about 40 percent found over the same period on 
another set of surveys, the American National Election Studies.5 

The sixteen nonpolitical institutions cover all major segments of society.6 Four 
are associated with the economy: business, banks, Wall Street, and organized la­
bor (see Figure 2). Seven are related to knowledge and information production: 
the press, TV news, television, public schools, education, higher education, and 
science (see Figure 3). Three enforce norms and standards: the police, the mili­
tary, and religion. Two deliver professional services: medicine and law (see Fig­
ure 4 for these last five).7 Historically, these have all been considered neutral, non­
political institutions for the provision of goods and services. 

The decline in confidence in these nonpolitical institutions is less well known 
than the drop in trust in government. In Figures 2–4, confidence falls relatively 
steadily for almost all institutions, with some ups and downs superimposed. If we 
compare average confidence in each of these nonpolitical institutions from 1972 to 
1979 with average confidence from 2010 to 2021, confidence has declined in four­
teen of the institutions, stayed the same for one (science), and increased only for 
the military. Most of these declines occurred relatively steadily over time, with the 
largest ones–comparable to the drops for Congress and government as a whole–
occurring for Wall Street, TV news, banks, and the press. More moderate declines–
comparable to those for the presidency and executive branch–occurred for public 
schools, medicine, television, business, and religion. Smaller reductions–roughly 
comparable to those for the Supreme Court–occurred for law, education, and the 
police. Still smaller decreases occurred for higher education and labor. Figure 5 sum­
marizes these changes in the Gallup-GSS-Harris data, with the four political institu­
tions in the darker bars and the sixteen nonpolitical institutions in the lighter bars. 
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Figure 1
Confidence in Four Political Institutions from 1972 to 2021

Figure 2
Confidence in Four Nonpolitical Institutions Related to the  
Economy from 1972 to 2021

Source (Figures 1 and 2): Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls,  
Harris Polls, and General Social Surveys.

Year is Second Year of Each Two-Year Average
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Figure 3
Confidence in Seven Nonpolitical Institutions Related to Knowledge  
and Information Production from 1972 to 2021

Figure 4
Confidence in Three Nonpolitical Institutions Related to Norm  
Enforcement and Two Providing Professional Services from 1972 to 2021

Source (Figures 3 and 4): Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls,  
Harris Polls, and General Social Surveys.

Year is Second Year of Each Two-Year Average

Year is Second Year of Each Two-Year Average



151 (4) Fall 2022 47

Henry E. Brady & Thomas B. Kent

These declines have been significant, and nonpolitical institutions have gone 
from being trusted quite a lot to being trusted only somewhat. The American peo­
ple expressed “quite a lot” of confidence in 1972–1979 in thirteen of the sixteen non­
political institutions, and they expressed merely “some” confidence in only three 
of them (labor, law, and television) back then. By 2010–2021, only six institutions 
 –education, higher education, medicine, the military, science, and police–still en­
joyed “quite a lot” of confidence, and ten institutions warranted just “some” confi­
dence. Recent data suggest that Americans probably have only “some” confidence 
in higher education as well because the time-series for higher education from the 
Harris Poll used in Figures 3 and 5 ends at 2012, and data from the Pew Research 
Center show that trust in higher education has fallen significantly since 2012.8 So 
Americans have gone from believing that thirteen of sixteen nonpolitical institu­
tions deserved quite a lot of confidence to believing that only five of sixteen merit 
quite a lot of confidence, and that eleven deserve just some confidence.

Confidence in science is about the same in the 2010–2021 period as it was in 
the 1972–1979 period, and confidence in the military has increased by about 21 
percent, according to the Gallup-GSS-Harris data. Confidence in labor has only 

Figure 5
Changes in Confidence in Political and Nonpolitical Institutions  
between 1972–1979 and 2010–2021

Source: Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls, Harris Polls, and  
General Social Surveys. 

Exec_Branch
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gone down by 4 percent, but labor was the least trusted institution (political or 
nonpolitical) in the 1972–1979 period with only “some” confidence expressed in 
it, so it did not have much room to fall. Its decline by 4 percent is significant given 
these circumstances. Medicine and science were the number one and number two 
most trusted of all institutions in 1972–1979 with “quite a lot” of confidence ex­
pressed in them, so the drop in confidence in medicine (becoming the fifth-most 
trusted institution) is not surprising, but the stability of confidence in science is 
surprising. As we shall see, this steadiness masks some interesting partisan dy­
namics. The increase in confidence in the military is real, but feeling thermome­
ters from the American National Election Studies that ask about “warmth toward 
an institution” starting in 1964 suggest that confidence in the military declined 
through the rest of the 1960s as a result of the Vietnam War and that some of the 
gain from the 1970s is a return to 1964 levels of confidence, although the rest of the 
gain reaches still higher levels of confidence than even the early 1960s. 

H ow do we know that confidence questions are capturing something real? 
The evidence is clearest for the military: confidence in the military close­
ly tracks the ups and downs of national security events. Figure 6 plots 

confidence in the military from 1972 onward for three different survey houses: 
Gallup, GSS, and Harris. The similarities in the ups and downs across the three 
survey organizations indicate that they are measuring comparable attitudes, and 
the pattern over time signals that confidence in the military responds to actu­
al events. The low values for confidence on the left correspond to the end of the 
Vietnam War period when confidence in the military was low. The success of the 
1990–1991 Gulf War led to increased confidence in the military. The peak right 
after September 11, 2001, suggests a rally-around-the-flag effect. High casualties, 
insurgency, and civil war in Iraq then led to declines in confidence in the mili­
tary, while the January 2007 “surge” quickly inspired more confidence in the mil­
itary, as American casualties fell and ethnosectarian violence in Iraq decreased.9 
Despite these effects, it is surprising that the military retained the confidence of 
Americans through the failed war in Afghanistan, finally ended by Joseph Biden in 
the summer of 2021, although the most recent survey evidence suggests a decline 
in confidence as indicated by the drop in the 2020–2021 average for confidence in 
the military in Figure 6. 

Just as confidence in the military is affected by national security events, confi­
dence in Wall Street is affected by the major ups and downs of the stock market, 
such as the peaks from the dot-com bubble of 2000 and the housing mortgage se­
curities–fueled 2007 run-up, and subsequent downturns in the recession of 2001 
and the Great Recession of 2008–2009. Confidence in banks was greatly affect­
ed by the savings and loans failures of 1988 to 1992 and the bank failures of the 
Great Recession of 2008–2009. There are local high points in confidence in 1988 
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and 2006 followed by local valleys in 1991 and 2009–2011, with half-point or more 
drops on the zero-to-three scale.10 There is also a local peak in confidence in banks 
in 1977 followed by a precipitous drop until 1981 that cannot be explained by bank 
failures. Instead, mortgage rates began to increase from about 8 percent in 1977, 
where they had been for a while, to the peak of the last fifty years of over 16 per­
cent in 1981, as the Federal Reserve tightened the money supply to fight inflation. 
It is very likely that this drop in confidence reflects concerns about high mortgage 
rates charged by banks during this period. 

Although confidence in other institutions is not so clearly affected by episod­
ic major events (see the relatively smooth declines in Figures 2–4 for most insti­
tutions), other factors, including the accumulations of events and experiences, 
have substantial impacts on trust. Those who attend religious services nearly every 
week or more have “quite a lot” of confidence in religion whereas those who never 
attend trust religion only “some.” African Americans are about 25 percent less con­
fident in the police than White Americans, presumably because of their ongoing 
negative experiences with the police. Members of union households are 25 percent 

Figure 6
Confidence in the Military from 1972 to 2021

Source: Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls, Harris Polls, and  
General Social Surveys. 

Year is First Year of Each Two-Year Average
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more confident in labor. Those in the highest quintile of education are 20 percent 
more trusting of science than those in the lowest quintile. Those in the highest in­
come quintile have 15 percent more confidence in business and Wall Street than 
those in the lowest income quintile. Young people are about 10 percent more like­
ly to have confidence in higher education than older people. In all these cases, in­
dividual life experiences, indexed by socioeconomic and demographic character­
istics, affect confidence in these institutions. In addition, the GDP growth rate is 
positively associated with about 30 percent of the variance over time in confidence 
in Wall Street, 11 percent in business confidence, and 11 percent in confidence in 
banks, but it is not, just as we would expect, associated with confidence in any oth­
er nonpolitical institution. The unemployment rate is negatively associated with 
about 24 percent of the variance in trust in labor, but there is no significant cor­
relation of confidence in labor with growth rate.11 These relationships provide evi­
dence that confidence is measuring something meaningful to people. 

I n addition to significant declines in confidence, there have been substantial 
increases in partisan polarization in confidence in which the partisans of one 
party have more confidence in an institution than the partisans of the other 

party, merely because of perceptions about which party controls the institution. 
Among the four political institutions, polarization depends upon which party has 
control of the institution at a given moment. This moment is easiest to define for 
the presidency and the executive branch, for which periodic elections determine 
their partisanship. Figure 7 displays trust in the president by partisan group from 
1973 to the present.12 There are several interesting features. First, the most trust­
ing are always the partisans of the president’s party. When there is a Republican 
president, then Republicans are the most confident in the president, and when 
there is a Democratic president, then Democrats are most confident. And the con­
fidence of the partisans of the incumbent president’s party depends most of all on 
their partisanship: it remains more or less constant over time at “quite a lot,” with 
some variation, such as the peak confidence in 2001 for Republicans and even for 
Democrats–for a president of the other party–due to Americans rallying around 
the flag after 9/11. Second, the lowest level of trust is for the out-party partisans, 
those of the opposite party from the president, and it has fallen dramatically over 
time from midway between “some” and “quite a lot” to closer to “hardly any at 
all.” Republicans did not have even some confidence in Obama and Democrats 
had hardly any confidence in Trump. Third, trust among independents has gone 
down over time. This decline in confidence among out-party partisans and inde­
pendents has caused trust in the presidency to decline overall. 

Confidence in the executive branch behaves similarly. The stories for Congress 
and the Supreme Court are more complicated given the difficulties of identifying 
their partisanship, but they reveal some of the same forces at work. 
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Among nonpolitical institutions, only business and labor showed significant 
polarization in the 1970s, with Republicans trusting business about 21 percent 
more than Democrats and Democrats trusting labor about 28 percent more than 
Republicans.13 By the 2010s, assessments of every institution except banks were 
more polarized than in the 1970s. These changes in polarization are summarized 
in Figure 8 for the 1972–1979 period and in Figure 9 for the 2010–2021 period. The 
graphs plot the average level of confidence in sixteen institutions during the time 
period for Democrats against the average level of confidence for Republicans. 

For the 1972–1979 period depicted in Figure 8, some institutions are trusted 
more than others, appearing farther to the right and toward the top of the graph. 
The diagonal “neutral” solid line indicates where the institutions would be locat­
ed if Democrats and Republicans had the same average confidence in them. To 
get a sense of how much difference there is in confidence between the parties, we 
add two other dashed lines: one 0.25 units above the neutral line and another 0.25 
units below that line. We chose this number (somewhat arbitrarily) because it is 
about the same as the decline in confidence in the presidency from the 1970s to the 

Figure 7
Trust in the Presidency by Party from 1973 to 2021

Source: Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls, Harris Polls, and  
General Social Surveys. 
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Figure 8
Polarization in Confidence in Institutions in 1972–1979

Figure 9
Polarization in Confidence in Institutions in 2010–2021

Source (Figures 8 and 9): Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls,  
Harris Polls, and General Social Surveys.
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present, somewhat less than half the decline in confidence in the U.S. Congress, 
and one-twelfth of the entire zero-to-three confidence scale. 

As indicated above, only business and labor fall significantly from the diago­
nal line of neutrality in the 1972–1979 period. Republicans trusted business much 
more than Democrats and Democrats trusted labor much more than Republicans. 
In addition, several other institutions are on or near one of the dashed lines: TV 
news and the press were slightly more trusted by Democrats than by Republicans. 
On the other side, the police and banks were slightly more trusted by Republicans 
than by Democrats. While there was some polarization, what is most remarkable 
about this picture is that there was very little partisanship with regard to trust in 
most major institutions. 

For the 2010–2021 period depicted in Figure 9 using the same scale, many in­
stitutions have moved to the bottom-left of the graph, indicating a loss of confi­
dence, and almost all of them have moved outward from the solid line and beyond 
the dashed lines, indicating polarization. In the current period, there is now po­
larization in trust across almost all institutions that is comparable to or more than 
the polarization in partisan trust of business and labor in the 1970s. Democrats 
trust the knowledge- and information-producing institutions and organized la­
bor more than Republicans: 54 percent more for TV news, 46 percent more for the 
press, 44 percent more for labor, 37 percent more for television, 28 percent more 
for public schools, 19 percent more for higher education, 16 percent more for ed­
ucation, and 14 percent more for science.14 Republicans trust the norm-enforcing 
institutions and business more than Democrats: 38 percent more for police, 30 
percent more for religion, 27 percent more for business, 25 percent more for Wall 
Street, and 13 percent more for the military. Only banks and medicine are clear­
ly within the dashed lines. A comparison of Figures 8 and 9 also reveals that law, 
public schools, science, and medicine have moved from being more trusted by 
Republicans than Democrats in the earlier period to being now more trusted by 
Democrats than Republicans. Finally, an analysis that compares the 2010–2015 
period to the 2016–2021 period reveals that polarization is continuing with more 
polarization in confidence for twelve of the fifteen nonpolitical institutions for 
which we have data, especially for the police, the press, higher education, tele­
vision, science, and TV news, whose differences in partisan evaluations of confi­
dence nearly or more than doubled over that short period of time.15 

For twelve of the thirteen nonpolitical institutions (excepting banks) in 
which trust has fallen, the decline in overall confidence is partly explained 
by this polarization, with confidence among partisans of the currently less- 

trusting political party dropping especially precipitously, while the confidence of 
the other, more trusting, political party either declining only a bit or even increas­
ing somewhat. 
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For the two cases in which confidence has changed slightly or not at all, labor  
and science, there are two different stories. After a dip in confidence through the 
Reagan years (perhaps precipitated by President Reagan’s antilabor policies, in­
cluding his breaking of the Air Traffic Controllers’ Strike of 1981), the confidence 
of Democrats and independents in labor has increased somewhat over the past 
thirty-five years while Republicans’ confidence has stayed the same, except for a 
drop and then rebound during the Obama years. Republicans were more favor­
able toward science until the mid-2000s, when a switch occurred and Democrats 
became much more favorable than Republicans. 

For banks, partisan differences have remained about the same, and the major 
cause of the overall decline in confidence appears to be, as noted earlier, episodes 
of bank failures, whose effects on confidence then persist. And for the one case in 
which trust has increased–the military–the biggest factor has been the substan­
tial increase in confidence among the partisans of the more trusting party, in this 
case, the Republicans, although trust in the military among Democrats has gone 
up as well. 

Confidence among political independents is always either lower than that of 
both Democrats and Republicans or between the levels of those partisans, and trust 
has changed among independents in almost the same way as in the entire popula­
tion (see Figure 10). This graph plots independents’ confidence in each nonpoliti­
cal institution in 2010–2021 against their confidence in 1972–1979. For institutions 
above the solid diagonal line, trust has increased over time; for those below, it has 
decreased. Trust in the military increased among independents between 1972–1979 
and 2010–2021, but declined for every other institution, with especially large drops 
for Wall Street, TV news, banks, the press, public schools, and medicine. These in­
stitutions are all below the dashed line in Figure 10 with changes of 0.40 or more. 
These six nonpolitical institutions also had the largest overall declines in Figure 5. 

These data reveal distinct and complementary patterns of change for non­
political institutions. In some cases, changing confidence in a particular institu­
tion can be linked to a large-scale event with society-wide consequences; for ex­
ample, across individuals and groups, a war can affect confidence in the military 
(see Figure 6), or a financial crisis can diminish confidence in banks and Wall 
Street. In other cases, individual life experiences might have implications for con­
fidence in a particular institution: for example, being the victim of police harass­
ment or the victim of a crime might influence trust in the police. We have already 
cited evidence for these kinds of events and life experiences affecting confidence 
for various nonpolitical institutions. 

In a quite different pattern, a set of general nonpartisan forces–affecting in­
dependents especially strongly–produces an overall decline in trust in almost all 
nonpolitical institutions (see Figure 10). Although different groups, including dif­
ferent party groups, vary in their initial levels of confidence in various nonpolit­
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ical institutions, such forces operate more or less uniformly across groups to di­
minish confidence in all institutions, including political ones. 

In still another distinct pattern, there is a partisan interaction. Some factors 
lead to a decline in trust among members of one party or the other, depending 
upon the type of institution, resulting in polarization in confidence (see Figures 8 
and 9). The effects are related to the kind of institution, with trust falling for the 
knowledge- and information-producing institutions for Republicans and for the 
norm-enforcing institutions for Democrats. 

The forces at work probably interact in complicated ways. To identify what is 
going on, we must consider the events and life experiences that affect trust, and 
the multiple forces that have led to a secular decline in trust and those that have 
led to partisan polarization in trust. 

Getting at these explanatory factors requires understanding what institu­
tions need to do to elicit trust. Being viewed as legitimate both by their 
stakeholders and by the public at large provides the foundation for trust. 

Legitimacy underlies confidence. As noted in the introduction to this issue of 

Figure 10
Changes in Confidence for Independents from 1972–1979 to 2010–2021

Source: Authors’ data and calculations from pooled Gallup Polls, Harris Polls, and  
General Social Surveys. 

Confidence of Independents in Institutions–1972-1979
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Dædalus, legitimacy can come from four basic sources, and different institutions 
rely on different mixes of sources of legitimation.16 Legitimacy can stem from 
the political system sharing its regulatory authority with an institution–such as the 
military, police, or a corporation–based upon government’s power of coercion 
to defend the nation, keep the peace, and enforce contracts. As long as the insti­
tution conforms to the rules established by the government, it draws legitimacy 
from its relationship to the government in the form of laws or charters. Legitima­
cy may also come from adherence to culturally approved and accepted meanings and 
logics, as with the practice of medicine, religion, education, and science that are 
shaped by what is culturally appropriate for each institution. It may reside in moral  
and normative beliefs about how those in institutions behave, as with professional 
codes of ethics for law, medicine, higher education, and journalism. Finally, it may 
come from pragmatic authority based on efficiency and high performance, as with corpo­
rations, science, or banks. 

To be successful, an institution must be seen as legitimate in at least one and 
often in all four ways. If an institution is legitimate, then it is usually seen as trust­
worthy as well. It will be trusted by individuals, and people will accept the institu­
tion’s advice, services, and decisions. They will have confidence in it. 

The four sources of legitimacy are places to look to understand the various pat­
terns in the decline and polarization of trust. It is obvious that events and experi­
ences can affect legitimacy and confidence: legitimacy declines when institutions 
defy regulatory authority, fail to adhere to culturally approved logics, violate mor­
al and normative beliefs, or simply do not perform. For example, bank failures in­
dicate insufficient performance and an inability to meet regulatory requirements. 
Corruption in institutions such as religious organizations violates moral and nor­
mative beliefs and reduces people’s confidence in those institutions. Rising tui­
tion for higher education suggests a lack of performance and erodes confidence. 
Legitimacy and confidence are enhanced when events and experiences conform 
with and reinforce regulatory, cultural, normative, or pragmatic legitimacy. Sci­
ence gains legitimacy when it uses culturally accepted logics, such as peer review; 
business corporations gain legitimacy when economic growth is high. People are 
more confident in labor when unemployment is low. Identifying these events and 
experiences for each institution can help to explain movements in confidence, but 
they do not seem to be enough to explain the secular decline in trust and the in­
creasing polarization of trust. 

What broad nonpartisan forces could lead to an overall loss of confidence and 
how could partisan forces lead to polarization in confidence in institutions? These 
forces might be related to one another, but it is useful to start by looking for non­
partisan forces that undermine legitimacy and hence social cohesion, the sense 
of trust among people and between people and institutions.17 Other essays in this 
volume suggest that we live in a skeptical age replete with journalists and pun­
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dits constantly questioning authority and brimming with more and more college- 
educated people trained to doubt and to question authority. Rising skepticism 
might account for the general trend toward declining confidence in institutions, 
but we are far from knowing whether this explains the large declines in trust, espe­
cially since it suggests that people were overly credulous of institutions in the past. 

Declining confidence in institutions is also associated with a diminution in 
political efficacy, an increase in political alienation, and declining trust in other 
people when asked: “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be 
trusted or that you can’t be too careful in life?” Social trust gauged by this ques­
tion has decreased over the past fifty years, and it is generally correlated with con­
fidence in institutions.18 Taken together, these results reveal additional symptoms 
of the overall syndrome of splintering social cohesion, but they do not explain its 
roots unless we can explain falling efficacy, increasing alienation, and diminished 
social trust.

The overall erosion of trust across multiple institutions suggests that we should 
look more widely for major social trends that might undermine trust among all 
groups and increase alienation. Two possible causes that might affect the social 
fabric are fifty years of mounting inequality and increasing diversity in the United 
States through immigration and differential birth rates.19 

Economic inequality has increased in the United States over the past fifty 
years, with the top 1 percent’s wealth going from 25 percent to almost 40 percent 
of all wealth and their income jumping from 10 percent to 20 percent of all earn­
ings. This widening inequality followed an earlier period of growing income for 
everyone: 

From 1946 to 1980, growth [in income] was evenly distributed with all income groups 
growing at the average 2 percent annual rate (except the top 1 percent which grew 
slower). From 1980 to 2018, growth has been unevenly distributed with low growth for 
bottom income groups, mediocre growth for the middle class, and explosive growth 
at the top.20 

Diversity increased dramatically from 1970 as the United States shifted from 
being over 83 percent non-Hispanic White, with only 11 percent African Ameri­
can, 5 percent Hispanic, and less than 1 percent Asian American, to being 58 per­
cent non-Hispanic White, with 19 percent Hispanic, 12 percent African American, 
6 percent Asian American, and 5 percent other in 2020.21 

There is no research on how either of these trends affects confidence in institu­
tions, but the increase in economic inequality in America has been implicated in 
the decline of social trust between people, which, in turn, is related to other forms 
of trust.22 There has also been a great deal of research on how increases in ethnic 
diversity where people live, coupled with inequality and segregation of neighbor­
hoods, reduce social trust, notably in the United States.23 Ethnic, economic, and 
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residential divides produce a sense of anomie and isolation that decreases social 
cohesion and social trust. Perhaps the same forces are undermining confidence in 
almost all political and nonpolitical institutions. The nonpartisan nature of these 
forces is suggested by the fact that while social trust has declined over the past fif­
ty years for all groups, it has declined faster for political independents, who do not 
have the baggage of partisan affiliation, than for partisans.24 

Partisan polarization in trust must have additional causes that have politi­
cized formerly nonpolitical institutions. Polarization in presidential confi­
dence is based upon the long history of partisan battles between Democrats 

and Republicans and the identification of presidents with political parties. Polar­
ization in confidence for business and labor already existed in the 1970s when the 
New Deal economic cleavage still dominated American politics, and it was based 
upon a long history of conflict between business and labor in America culminating 
in the National Labor Relations Act (Wagner Act) of 1935 and the Taft-Hartley Act 
of 1947. In addition, business had a long-standing identification with the Repub­
lican Party that was cemented with the elections in 1920, 1924, and 1928 of three 
probusiness Republican presidents. Labor became strongly associated with the 
Democratic Party because of the National Labor Relations Act and the New Deal. 

The lack of confidence shown by Democrats in business or by Republicans 
in labor was at least partly rooted in the calculation that business was not trust­
worthy for Democrats and labor was not trustworthy for Republicans because 
of the different bases of legitimation for labor and business. That suggests that 
we should look for ways since the 1970s that the nonbusiness nonpolitical insti­
tutions have appeared to be less trustworthy for partisans of one side or another 
because they did not meet that partisan group’s standards for regulatory, cultural, 
normative, or pragmatic legitimacy.

The growth of partisan polarization in trust in nonbusiness nonpolitical insti­
tutions tracks the partisan emergence since the 1970s of hot-button social and cul­
tural issues–including, for example, civil rights, abortion, immigration, prayer 
in school, gay rights, and gun rights–that had long been divisive yet not aligned 
with partisanship.25 It is tempting to believe that the emergence of this new cul­
tural and social dimension of politics underlies this new form of polarization in 
institutions.26 

Before exploring this possibility, we should ask whether these nonpolitical in­
stitutions have actually become associated with particular sides of political de­
bates. In a national survey that we completed in September 2019, a representa­
tive group of Americans was asked about their perceptions of the partisan and 
ideological complexion of a subset of institutions. We found that highly religious 
people, police, bankers, and military generals are seen as typically conservatives 
and Republicans, and college professors, journalists, labor union members, public 
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school teachers, and scientists are seen as liberals and Democrats. Only doctors 
and lawyers were seen, on average, as neither Republicans nor Democrats. Most 
institutions appear to be politicized. 

Unfortunately, these questions have not been asked in the past, so it is hard 
to know whether these perceptions are new or long-standing. Based upon scat­
tered results from similar survey questions in the past, however, we believe that 
they are new. In addition, Kent has found evidence that at least some of the per­
ceptions may be right. Since 1980, some professions and semiprofessions have be­
come more partisan in their political contributions in just the ways found on the 
2019 survey.27 

That still leaves open the question about whether these identifications explain 
the polarization in trust. Perhaps people make these identifications, but they do 
not affect their confidence judgments. Perhaps other factors related to legitimacy, 
such as the importance, cost, or competence of an institution, matter more to or 
are assessed differently by Republicans and Democrats, and these differences ac­
count for polarization of trust. Democrats and Republicans may just have differ­
ent opinions about the legitimacy of these institutions. To test this possibility, we 
also asked our national sample whether various institutions do important work 
that matters, whether they cost too much, and whether they do good work that is 
competent. 

Americans differ in their beliefs about whether institutions do important work. 
Republicans believe that the police, the military, and religion do important work, 
but Democrats are less sure. Democrats believe that labor, the press, and higher 
education do important work, but Republicans are less sure. We found that Repub­
licans think that labor, the press, science, and higher education cost too much and 
Democrats are less inclined to believe that. Democrats think that the military, the 
police, and religion cost too much and Republicans do not. Republicans think that 
the military, the police, and religion do good, competent work, but Democrats are 
less sure. Democrats think that labor, the press, science, and higher education do 
good work and Republicans are less convinced. Despite these significant partisan 
differences regarding the importance, cost, and competency of these institutions, 
one of the biggest predictors of a respondent’s confidence in an institution is their 
perception of its partisan makeup. 

Our survey results show that nonpolitical institutions have become identified 
with the parties and that these identifications are associated with the polarization 
of confidence, but they do not provide any insight into the exact way that previ­
ously nonpolitical institutions became politicized. The rise of a social/cultural di­
mension of American politics in addition to the preexisting New Deal economic 
cleavage suggest how polarization could have gone beyond business and labor to 
other institutions by implicating many of these institutions in fundamental po­
litical debates, often exacerbated by concerns about increasing inequality and di­
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versity. Issues such as abortion, prayer in school, gay marriage, racial equality, gun 
rights, and language and immigration policy often involve the knowledge- and 
information-producing institutions (the press, TV news, science, higher education, 
public schools, and education) and the norm-enforcing institutions (the police, re­
ligion, and the military) on different sides of debates about these issues. Recently, 
with the politicization of COVID policy, they have involved medicine as well. 

The story for each institution is probably somewhat different: for religion it 
is the rise of the Christian right, for public schools the role of teachers’ unions, 
for police the politics of criminal justice, for higher education the role of liberal 
professors, for the press its role in Watergate, and so forth. Part of the story may 
be that people have selected into these institutions based upon values and per­
spectives that put them on one side or the other of the cultural divide. The rise of 
talk radio, then cable television, and more recently the internet and the twenty-
four-hour news cycle have amplified these political identifications and debates. 
The threat to a political candidate of being outflanked in a primary on the left for 
Democrats and on the right for Republicans further reinforces ideological polar­
ization. The result is that ideological debate has gone beyond the business-labor 
divide of the New Deal to almost all American institutions. 

Putting the factors together that appear to have affected trust in institutions–
events and experiences specific to institutions, nonpartisan factors affecting all in­
stitutions, and partisan factors affecting institutions according to their presumed 
partisanship–we can speculate about the sources of declines in trust. About one-
third of the overall decline in trust might be due to specific events and experiences 
with institutions. Another one-third might come from nonpartisan factors such 
as increasing inequality and diversity, leading to anomie that undermines trust in 
nearly all institutions among all groups. These nonpartisan factors have probably 
been exacerbated by an increasingly skeptical and cacophonous media environ­
ment. And a final one-third might come from partisan factors related to the emer­
gence of cultural, social, and identity issues in American politics that have impli­
cated nonpolitical institutions. Of course, the mix of these factors will differ for 
each institution, and the nonpartisan and partisan factors do not seem to apply at 
all for the military and not much for labor or science (until perhaps recently), but 
they all seem to be parts of the larger story. Because it is likely that they have inter­
acted in complicated ways to reinforce one another, untangling them will require 
more research and much ingenuity. 

Does all of this matter? In our 2019 survey, we asked respondents how they 
would feel about someone close to them (kin or friends) choosing a career 
in or marrying someone involved with various institutions. We found that 

Republicans do not want their kin or friends to have close connections with those 
in journalism or higher education. Democrats do not want their kin or friends to 
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have close connections with those in the police, the military, or religious institu­
tions. And these effects are sizeable. Republicans, for example, are more worried 
about their kin or friends becoming involved with a journalist than with a gay per­
son or an atheist.28 These results suggest that the impact of institutional distrust 
runs deep. 

Movements to defund the police, to end mask mandates, to refuse vaccination, 
and to overturn the 2020 election have revealed the costs of institutional distrust. 
Arguably, the future of democracy depends upon confidence in our institutions 
and the ability to bridge partisan divides. The picture painted in this essay is trou­
bling. Confidence in institutions is declining and polarization is increasing. We 
do not really know enough about why this is so, and we know even less about how 
to fix it. To take just one example, we need to know a great deal more about when 
declines in confidence lead to insurrection. Those participating in and sympathet­
ic to the January 6, 2021, insurrection have voiced their lack of trust in election 
systems, the federal government and its bureaucracy, the Congress of the United 
States, and many other institutions. How can we restore their trust? 

One of the obstacles to success is that many of these controversial matters aris­
ing in the past fifty years are rooted in identities related to such characteristics 
as religion, race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, and sexual orientation.29 When it 
comes to disagreements over economic interests, it is often possible to split the 
difference through bargaining over money. That is very much the story of the 
1940s to 1960s in America as business and labor bargained over economic mat­
ters, made even easier by the fact that economic growth meant that the results did 
not have to be zero-sum since both parties could benefit. It is also possible to find 
compromises on cultural and social issues. Roe v. Wade did this by splitting preg­
nancy into three trimesters, with different rules for each; past gun control leg­
islation found compromise by focusing on outlawing only assault weapons; and 
immigration policy accepted facts-on-the ground in the Simpson-Mazzoli Act of 
1986, which provided legalization for undocumented immigrants who had been 
in America for five years or more. Such compromises now seem less attainable 
because powerful interest groups on the left and right are especially entrenched 
in their positions, often because of moral concerns, deep-seated fears about com­
promises as “slippery slopes,” and perhaps the “zero-sum” nature of many of 
these issues. Consequently, it seems to be more difficult to forge compromise by 
meeting in the middle when it comes to conflicts over social and cultural issues, 
accounting for the political battles that now beset us. 

The resulting oscillations and variations in laws regarding fundamental rights 
such as voting, immigration, and abortion are mind-boggling. In states controlled 
by Democrats, voting rights and voting accessibility are expanded, while in states  
controlled by Republicans, they are reduced and circumscribed. During the Obama 
administration, the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program pro­
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tected immigrants who came to the United States when they were children from 
deportation. During the Trump administration, DACA was terminated and new 
applicants were rejected. In the Biden administration, DACA was restored. For al­
most fifty years the Supreme Court ruled that the right to abortion is fundamental, 
making abortion widely available and legally permissible through at least the first 
two trimesters of pregnancy, and even under some conditions in the third. Now 
abortion is banned in many states, and pregnant women face constraints that they 
have not experienced for fifty years. These scenarios have repeated in many oth­
er policy areas: gun laws, the environment, criminal justice, education, and even 
public health. There does not appear to be any middle ground. Instead, presiden­
tial administrations, sessions of the Supreme Court, and state governments are 
going in opposite, usually extreme directions depending upon their partisanship. 
Social-cultural politics lead to conflicting sets of norms and mores, as well as dif­
ferent cultural logics and meanings that stymie trust across partisan boundaries. 
It is hard to bridge these divides, especially when almost every ostensibly authori­
tative institution is identified with one side or the other on most issues. 

In 1919, in the aftermath of World War I and the 1918–1919 flu pandemic, the 
poet William Butler Yeats used imagery of the apocalypse to describe a topsy-turvy 
world.30 Today, with declining and polarized trust, the sinews of society seem 
stretched to the point of snapping. Perhaps it is not overwrought to invoke Yeats: 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world
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1972 to 2021. 
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This essay reviews more than forty years of public opinion polling to look at trust in 
medicine, the health system, and public health. We use polling data to explore the 
reasons for the decline and current level of public trust in leaders of medicine and 
public health, including underlying forces such as the decline in trust in other insti-
tutions. Except for the military, none of the efforts to improve public trust in various 
institutions have been very successful to date. Given the uncertainty about how to 
restore trust, this essay makes a number of recommendations that might improve 
public trust in medicine and public health in the future. 

A discussion of trust in medicine, the health system, and public health 
needs to recognize as context the exceptionally low trust the American 
public currently has in institutions, especially government. 

As many scholars have noted, trust in the federal government has declined 
sharply over the past decades.1 In 1958, nearly three-fourths (73 percent) of the 
public believed they could trust the federal government to do what is right just 
about always or most of the time. By 1980, trust had dropped to 25 percent, and al-
though the level of trust has varied, at no time since 2006 has more than one-third 
of the public expressed trust in the federal government. Currently only one in five 
U.S. adults (20 percent) believe they can trust the government in Washington to 
do what is right just about always or most of the time.2

When President Johnson signed the Medicare and Medicaid Act of 1965, more 
than three-fourths (77 percent) of the U.S. public said they trusted the government 
to do what is right just about always or most of the time.3 No doubt trust in the fed-
eral government contributes both to support of and opposition to government- 
led changes in the health care system. 

The level of public trust in national governments worldwide appears to have 
affected public trust in public health recommendations during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. A recent study of data from 177 countries found that higher levels of trust 
in the national government have a large association with lower COVID-19 infec-
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tion rates and, among middle-income and higher-income countries where vac-
cine availability was more widespread, also correlate with higher COVID-19 vac-
cination rates.4 

Confidence in a variety of other institutions in the United States has also de-
clined during the past fifty years. For instance, Gallup has found that the share of 
the public expressing a great deal of confidence in public schools has fallen from 
58 percent in 1973 to 32 percent in 2021; in banks, from 60 percent in 1979 to 33 per-
cent in 2021; and in television news, from 46 percent in 1993 to 16 percent in 2021. 
Even confidence in organized religion has declined, from 65 percent having a great 
deal of confidence in 1973 to 37 percent in 2021.5

Given the overall downward trend in trust in institutions, it is not surpris-
ing that trust in medicine has also decreased. Although comparable data 
on trust in the medical system going back to the 1960s are not available, 

data on trust in the leaders of medicine have been collected since then. The Harris 
Poll shows that the share of the public expressing a great deal of confidence in “the 
people in charge of running” medicine had already fallen from 73 percent in 1966 
to 57 percent in 1973, and eventually to 34 percent in 2012.6 NORC’s General Social 
Survey also finds that the public’s trust in the leaders of medicine declined sig-
nificantly since the 1970s. In 1974, a majority of the public (54 percent) expressed 
a great deal of confidence in “the people running” medicine. Confidence peaked 
at 61 percent in 1976. In contrast, fewer than four in ten adults (38 percent) in 2021 
said they had a great deal of confidence. Throughout most of this forty-seven-year 
period, partisan differences were modest, except in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
when a larger share of Republicans than Democrats expressed confidence. But in 
2021, Democrats were more likely than Republicans (46 percent to 32 percent) to 
say they had a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the people running medi-
cine, and the change was mainly among Democrats (Figure 1).7 

The partisan difference in 2021 is likely related to the government’s response 
to COVID-19. Leaders of medicine supported recommendations made by public 
health officials for responding to the pandemic that included lockdowns, man-
datory vaccination, and mask requirements. Democrats were more likely to favor 
these steps than Republicans, a large share of whom opposed such measures.8 It 
is too early to tell whether the pattern of partisan difference on confidence in the 
leaders of medicine will persist.

Views of the medical system do not appear to be dramatically different from 
views of its leaders. From 1993 to 2019, Gallup asked about the nation’s medical 
system and, during that period, only 34 percent to 44 percent of the U.S. public 
expressed a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in it. Public confidence in the 
nation’s medical system increased during the first year of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, from 36 percent in 2019 to 51 percent in 2020, before declining to 44 percent in 
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the summer of 2021.9 By then there were significant partisan differences, with 50 
percent of Democrats (including those who lean Democratic) and 36 percent of 
Republicans (including leaners) expressing confidence.10 

When we look at the issue of public trust in medicine, it is important to sepa-
rate trust in the medical profession from people’s trust in their own personal doc-
tors. The results of a twenty-nine-country survey found something unique about 
the United States: it ranked near the bottom (tied for twenty-fourth) in the pub-
lic’s trust in the medical profession but near the top (third) in patients’ satisfac-
tion with their own medical care when they last visited a doctor. It appears that 
compared with the United States, the public elsewhere sees the leaders of medi-
cine in their countries as being closer to their own views in the actions they take.11

The evidence clearly shows that the U.S. public’s trust in medicine is not relat-
ed to individuals’ perception of the quality of care they receive. A recent poll found 
that more than eight in ten U.S. adults (82 percent) rated the quality of health care 
they receive as excellent or good, 16 percent as only fair or poor.12 When it comes 
specifically to their own doctor, 76 percent of those who have a regular doctor rate 
the medical care they have received in the past twelve months from their regular 
doctor’s office or clinic as excellent or very good, 16 percent as good, and 7 percent 
as fair or poor.13 What this result suggests is that, at least among those who have 

Figure 1
Public Confidence in the People Running Medicine, 1973–2021 

Data are three-survey rolling averages, except for 2021. Source: NORC at the University of Chi-
cago, General Social Survey, 1973–2021.

Year (three-survey rolling averages)
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a regular doctor and are able to receive medical care, there are other factors that 
drive public distrust of the leaders of medicine. 

When asked in general terms how much they trust various private groups in-
volved in health and health care, none of the groups are completely trusted by a 
majority of the public, but some are more trusted than not. When it comes to trust-
ing the groups completely or somewhat, health care practitioners–nurses and doc-
tors–come first, with 85 percent trusting nurses completely (32 percent) or some-
what (53 percent) and 84 percent trusting doctors completely (28 percent) or some-
what (56 percent). Trust drops for hospitals (14 percent trust completely, 58 percent 
somewhat), but still more people trust them than not. The tables are turned for 
pharmaceutical companies and health insurance companies. Only about one-third 
of the public trusts pharmaceutical companies (3 percent trust completely, 31 per-
cent somewhat) or health insurance companies (4 percent trust completely, 29 per-
cent somewhat).14 

Among fifteen groups that were rated on their honesty and ethical standards, 
nurses (89 percent), doctors (77 percent), and pharmacists (71 percent) along with 
grade-school teachers (75 percent) are the top four groups in terms of being rated 
highly or very highly. By contrast, members of Congress rate at the bottom of the 
list, tied with car salespeople (8 percent each).15 

Turning to the public health system, in the middle of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, during which more than one million have died so far in the Unit-
ed States, only about one-third of adults (34 percent) gave positive (excel-

lent or good) ratings to the nation’s system for protecting the public from health 
threats and preventing illness, with nearly two-thirds (65 percent) rating the na-
tion’s public health system as fair or poor. Democrats (40 percent) were more 
likely than Republicans (30 percent) to rate the public health system positively, 
Latinos (45 percent) more likely than Whites (33 percent), and adults from house-
holds with incomes under $35,000 per year (43 percent) more than those with in-
comes $35,000 or over (30 percent). But no major demographic group gives the 
public health system a majority-positive rating. Of note, even in the absence of 
a pandemic in 2009, only 43 percent gave positive ratings to the nation’s public 
health system (Figure 2).16

Polls show that the public does not express a high level of trust in government 
public health agencies or leaders when it comes to the broad question of making 
recommendations to improve health. Less than half of the public says they trust (a 
great deal or quite a lot) the recommendation of their state health department (41 
percent), the surgeon general (40 percent), and the federal Department of Health 
and Human Services (33 percent). Once again, the public rates nurses (71 percent), 
health care workers they know (70 percent), and doctors (67 percent) at the top of 
the list.17 
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) are sister agencies that work to protect the public health 
but have different responsibilities. The CDC’s mission is to collaborate to create 
the expertise, information, and tools that people and communities need to protect 
health through health promotion; prevention of disease, injury, and disability; 
and preparedness for new health threats. The FDA is a regulatory agency whose 
mission is to protect the public health through the regulation of food, cosmetics, 
tobacco, and medical products, including drugs, biological products, and medical 
devices. This includes the principal responsibility for making fundamental deci-
sions about approving new drugs and vaccines for use and monitoring for adverse 
effects resulting from them.18 

An October 2021 poll found that the public did not trust medical advice from 
either the CDC or the FDA at a high level (“a lot”), but a significant share trusted 
medical advice from them at least somewhat. About half of the public (51 percent) 

Figure 2
The Public’s Rating of the U.S. Public Health System, 2009 and 2021

Respondents were asked to rate “the nation’s system for protecting the public from health 
threats” as excellent/good or fair/poor. The bars show the percent of positive or negative re-
sponses; “don’t know/refused” responses are not shown. Demographic groups are for 2021 
only. The polls were conducted from February 11 to March 15, 2021, and from June 24 to 28, 
2009. Source: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and Harvard T.H. Chan School of Pub-
lic Health, The Public’s Perspective on the United States Public Health System (Princeton, N.J., 
and Boston: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public 
Health, 2021), https://cdn1.sph.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/94/2021/05/RWJF 
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said they trusted medical advice from the CDC a lot (29 percent) or somewhat (22 
percent). Similarly, half of the public (50 percent) trusted medical advice from the 
FDA a lot (21 percent) or somewhat (29 percent). Although the CDC and FDA play 
very different roles, the ratings of the two agencies were about the same. But once 
again, there were significant partisan differences. More than eight in ten Demo-
crats trusted medical advice from the CDC (85 percent) and FDA (80 percent) a 
lot or somewhat, compared with only about three in ten Republicans (30 percent 
CDC, 31 percent FDA).19 When it came specifically to confidence in sources of in-
formation about coronavirus vaccines, less than half of the public in September 
2021 expressed a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the CDC (45 percent) 
and FDA (38 percent) as sources.20 In January 2022, 44 percent of the public said 
they trusted what the CDC has said about the coronavirus, a marked decline since 
the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, when in April 2020 more than two-
thirds (69 percent) reported that they trusted what the CDC said about the virus.21

In a country in which about half of the public does not express trust in pub-
lic health agencies, how does that distrust influence real-world health decisions? 
When those who said they would not or might not get a coronavirus vaccine were 
asked about their reasons, three of the top four reasons reflected a distrust in gov-
ernment or other institutions: the vaccine was too untested and they would wait 
to see what happens (58 percent), they do not trust government (37 percent), or 
they do not trust the scientists and companies that make the vaccine (28 percent). 
Only one of the top four reasons referenced individual medical conditions, as 37 
percent of the people expressed worry about allergies or side effects.22 

What are the reasons for public distrust in the leaders of medicine? Prior 
research suggests that the public judges the performance of an insti-
tution based on how it addresses the key issues that are most impor

tant to them. If leaders do not address the big issues, it will have a negative effect 
on public confidence.23 Polls have shown over the past several years that when it 
comes to health care, apart from COVID-19, the most important issue to the public 
is the high cost of health care and prescription drugs for individuals. 

When the public was asked in January 2020, shortly before the beginning of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, how important each of twenty-two possible domestic 
priorities should be for President Trump and Congress during the rest of the year, 
the top two priorities were taking steps to lower the cost of health care (80 percent 
extremely or very important) and to lower prescription drug prices (75 percent). 
And there was both Democratic (89 percent and 85 percent, respectively) and Re-
publican (76 percent and 69 percent, respectively) support for these priorities, 
with partisans of both parties ranking them higher than another shared priority, 
reducing the federal budget deficit (60 percent for Democrats and 65 percent for 
Republicans).24 Increasing federal funding for K–12 public education and reduc-
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ing hate crimes both received 63 percent support, but partisans differed dramati-
cally in their support for them. 

In December 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the public was asked 
which of twenty-three possible priorities for President-elect Biden and the new 
Congress they felt were extremely important. Overall, the public wanted to ad-
dress the destructive effects of COVID-19: four of the top five priorities were relat-
ed to coping with the impact of COVID-19 on people’s lives and on the economy. 
But the second highest priority in the public’s mind was the federal government 
taking action to lower prescription drug prices.25

In September 2021, at the time of congressional debate over the $1 trillion infra-
structure bill and the then-$3.5 trillion social spending bill, the public was asked the 
importance of including each of twenty proposed items in these spending bills. The 
top priority was for the federal government to negotiate directly with pharmaceu-
tical companies to lower the prices of prescription drugs for seniors on Medicare.26

Polls have shown that the public sees doctors and hospitals as major contrib-
utors to high health care costs, the public’s biggest health care concern. In 2019, 
nearly three-fourths of the public believed that high prices charged by hospitals 
were a “major cause” of high health care costs, and about two-thirds thought 
that high prices charged by doctors and other health professionals were a “major 
cause.”27 Clearly, these groups are not seen as leaders in trying to resolve what the 
public sees as the biggest health care issue.

In addition, for Black Americans, racism in American life is a fundamental 
problem. Nearly three of every four Black Americans say that civil rights is a “very 
important” issue.28 This concern includes discrimination in health care.29 More 
than three-fourths of the public as a whole say it is very important that all Ameri-
cans are treated equally in terms of the health care they receive (77 percent). Nearly  
nine in ten (88 percent) U.S. adults say it is very important that African Americans 
receive the same quality of health care as White Americans.30

What are the underlying reasons for public distrust of the public health 
system? There are several, but we will focus on two: overall distrust of 
the federal government and the absence of a high level of trust in med-

ical scientists and in scientists more generally.
Although the public has considerable confidence in science as an institution, 

it has less confidence in individuals involved in scientific endeavors. Nearly two-
thirds (64 percent) express a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in science as 
an institution.31 However, only about four in ten U.S. adults (39 percent) say they 
have a great deal of confidence in scientists to act in the best interests of the pub-
lic, while 48 percent have a fair amount of confidence and 12 percent say they have 
not too much or no confidence at all. Similarly, only 43 percent report that they 
have a great deal of confidence in medical scientists to act in the best interests of 
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the public, while 46 percent have a fair amount of confidence and 11 percent say 
they have not too much or no confidence at all. Distrust is especially acute among 
Black respondents, of whom only 27 percent have a great deal of confidence in 
scientists and 35 percent in medical scientists. Indeed, only 53 percent of college 
graduates could muster a great deal of confidence in medical scientists and 50 per-
cent in scientists. And here as in so many areas, the partisan divide is greater than 
20 percentage points.32

Democrats are significantly more likely than Republicans to express a great 
deal of confidence in scientists in general (52 percent to 27 percent) and in medical 
scientists (53 percent to 31 percent) to act in the public’s best interest. In addition, 
Black Americans are significantly less likely than both Whites and Latinos to have 
a great deal of confidence in scientists in general (Blacks 27 percent, Whites 41 per-
cent, Latinos 39 percent) and in medical scientists (Blacks 35 percent, Whites 43 
percent, Latinos 45 percent). College graduates are more likely than non–college 
graduates to express a great deal of confidence in both scientists in general (50 
percent of college graduates, 34 percent of non–college graduates) and in medical 
scientists (53 percent versus 38 percent).33 

A critical difference is that a majority of Republicans think many scientists 
have agendas beyond the pursuit of scientific facts. While 54 percent of U.S. adults 
believe that scientists make judgments solely based on the facts, 45 percent be-
lieve scientists’ judgments are just as likely to be biased as other people’s. Seventy-
three percent of Democrats believe that scientists make judgments solely on the 
facts, while more than two-thirds of Republicans (68 percent) think that scien-
tists’ judgments are just as likely as other people’s to be biased.34 

Public confidence in colleges and universities, the home of many scientists, 
displays a similar partisan split. While more than half of Democrats (56 percent) 
say they have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in colleges and universities, 
this view is shared by only one-third of Republicans.35 This partisan split is part 
of a change that has taken place over the past several years. In 2017, two-thirds (67 
percent) of Democrats (including those who lean Democratic) and more than half 
(53 percent) of Republicans (including leaners) believed that colleges and univer-
sities had a positive effect on the way things are going in the country. In 2019, the 
attitudes of Democrats/leaners had not changed (still 67 percent), while positive 
assessments among Republicans/leaners declined to 33 percent.36 By 2021, about 
three-fourths of Democrats (76 percent) but only one-third of Republicans (34 
percent) said that colleges and universities had a positive effect.37

Public distrust of government and medical experts was reflected in the early-
2010s debate over the creation of a comparative effectiveness agency for health 
care in the United States. Despite the fact that such agencies exist in Canada and 
Great Britain, a majority (56 percent) of U.S. adults opposed having a government 
decision-making body that recommends whether government programs should 
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pay for prescription drugs or medical/surgical procedures if they think they cost 
too much. One in two Democrats supported such a decision-making body, as 
compared with only about one in four Republicans (27 percent).38 

The forces of distrust in the health field are exacerbated by the deep politi-
cal polarization that has developed in the United States, particularly over 
the past two decades. Since the mid-1990s, those identifying with the 

two political parties have grown further apart in their overall policy preferenc-
es. In 2019, average Republicans differed from average Democrats by 39 percent-
age points in their views across thirty policy-related priorities, more than double 
the gap in 1994.39 The differences between the parties encompass not only criti-
cal health policy and social issues–particularly abortion–but also issues relating 
to the preferred role for government in addressing critical national problems and 
even some of the responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. According to political sci-
entists Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal, partisan polarization 
is now at its highest point in at least a century.40 

A substantial body of research shows that votes on policy issues by individual 
members of Congress often do not correspond to overall public opinion. In recent 
years, votes by members more closely reflect the views of their party’s identifiers 
than the voting public. Because those who identify with a party are most likely to 
have voted in a partisan primary election and are often more active in political af-
fairs, their views have more influence on the voting behavior on members of Con-
gress of the same party.41 As a result, differences in attitudes between Democrats 
and Republicans in the general public and among voters are especially important 
politically. As adherents of the two parties have become more polarized in their 
views, so have votes in Congress. An important consequence is that legislation 
on health care, as on many other policy areas, differs significantly depending on 
which party is in power.

Political polarization is evident on several values and policies related to health 
care and public health. Overall, when it comes to the federal government’s role 
in health care, about half of the public prefers that the federal government be less 
involved (30 percent) or about as involved as it is now (21 percent), while 46 per-
cent believe it should be more involved. But more important is the sharp partisan 
split: only 17 percent of Republicans want the federal government to be more in-
volved in health care, while 68 percent of Democrats do.42 In addition, most Dem-
ocrats (86 percent) favor substantially increasing federal spending on improving 
the nation’s public health programs. This view is shared by only four in ten Re-
publicans.43 We have already seen that Democrats have a significantly higher lev-
el of confidence than Republicans in medical scientists and scientists in general to 
act in the best interest of the public, and are more likely to believe scientists make 
judgments based solely on facts.44 
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Although 82 percent of Democratic likely voters in the 2020 election believed 
that making sure all Americans have health care coverage is the responsibility of 
the federal government, that view was shared by only 39 percent of Republican 
voters.45 More than nine in ten Democrats (93 percent) favor keeping the existing 
Affordable Care Act and passing additional legislation to improve how it works. 
Only three in ten Republicans (30 percent) have this view.46

Over the forty-year period of falling public trust in institutions, efforts to 
restore public trust have accomplished little. Political scientists Jack Ci-
trin and Laura Stoker have lamented, in the more general context of trust 

in government, “recommendations about how to raise the level of political trust 
tend to have a forlorn quality.” They add that partisan polarization is “a formida-
ble barrier to the rapid restoration of trust.”47 Some scholars have suggested that 
with changes in the nation’s culture, the decline in trust might eventually reverse, 
but we have not seen any supporting evidence to date.48 

The exception is the U.S. military. Since the mid-1970s, the military has been 
the only major institution to increase its confidence ratings.49 What lessons can 
we learn from the increase in public trust in the military? The first, applicable 
directly to the military, is to avoid involvement in unpopular wars. But there are 
more. When those who expressed confidence in the military were asked by Gallup 
in an open-ended question why they had such confidence, four issues emerged: 
competence, the importance of the job they do, personal connections (for ex-
ample, the respondent, a friend, or a family member served in the military), and 
positive attitudes about people who serve. In addition, 68 percent of the public 
felt that the phrase “personally courageous” described military leadership “very 
well.”50 While these responses offer some hope for improvement in public trust 
in other institutions, the perceived importance of the military’s role and personal 
courage of military leaders make the example harder to emulate. It is too early to 
know if the gravity of COVID-19 will inspire similar public trust in leaders of med-
icine and public health.

How might the public’s trust in medicine be recovered? It is not what in-
dividual physicians are doing with patients that is driving distrust in the 
leaders of medicine. Prior research suggests that the public judges the 

performance of institutions based on how they address the key issues that are 
most important to them. Leaders of medicine need to be seen as addressing what 
the public believes are the biggest health care problems in the United States.

In particular, leaders of medicine and hospitals would have to take firm po-
sitions on the best way to solve the problems of high health care and drug costs. 
As noted earlier, the public sees doctors and hospitals as the leading causes of the 
problem of high health care costs. In this regard, it is important that physician 
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and hospital organizations’ public positions do not look like they are economical-
ly self-serving. In addition, they need to focus on racial/ethnic equity. In taking 
policy positions, it is important that their stands be publicly visible, particularly 
in the media. 

How might the public’s trust in public health be recovered? In this envi-
ronment of political polarization, restoring trust is a difficult goal. But 
there are six initiatives that deserve our focus.

First, key federal and state public health officials should be more visible to the 
public, with a focus on their backgrounds and commitment. Much of the public is 
unsure of what public health leaders and professionals do to help them and their 
families directly. Despite extraordinary efforts and sacrifices by public health of-
ficials during the COVID-19 pandemic, positive public perception of leaders of 
public health has not reached or increased at the rate of the military over recent 
decades. And unlike doctors and nurses, whose heroic acts during the pandem-
ic have been covered widely by the media, almost no attention has been paid to 
the heroic deeds of public health officials who work for health departments ad-
ministering vaccinations, COVID-19 tests, and contact tracing in often dangerous 
settings, or to leaders who face threats of violence simply for trying to serve the 
public.

Second, it is important that public health leaders not be seen as associated with 
one or the other political party. Public health agencies and advisory groups should 
be separated as much as possible from political decision-makers when making 
their public health recommendations.

Third, because of the political polarization by religion, race/ethnicity, and 
region, it is important to have scientific spokespeople who are clearly identified 
with each demographic group across the country.

Fourth, because a substantial share of the public does not have confidence in 
scientists’ advice, it is necessary for public health leaders to explain more fully the 
nature of the scientific findings that lead to their policy recommendations. It is 
not enough to say, “Scientists believe this, so here is what you should do.”

Fifth, state and local health departments should make efforts to offer infor-
mation on health across the entire population, so a larger share of the public has 
experience with them before a health emergency occurs. Prior to COVID-19, sur-
veys showed that few people had contact with state and local health agencies. 
Only 22 percent of the public said they had any contact with a local or county gov-
ernment health agency in the past twelve months. Even fewer (14 percent) had 
contact with a state government health agency.51 The public has strong interest in 
consumer health information and advice about issues affecting the health of their 
families. Public health agencies should be seen as credible sources for such vital 
recommendations.52 
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The COVID-19 pandemic prompted many discussions about how people’s trust in 
science shaped our ability to address the crisis. Early in the pandemic, our research 
team set out to understand how trust in science relates to support for public health 
guidelines, and to identify some trusted sources of science. In this essay, we share our 
findings and offer ideas about what might be done to strengthen the public’s trust 
in science. Notably, our research shows a stark partisan divide: Republicans had 
lower support for public health guidelines, and their trust in science and institutions 
such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the National Institutes 
of Health eroded over time. Meanwhile, Democrats’ trust in science has remained 
high throughout the pandemic. In the context of this divide, we explore how trust 
in various information sources, from governmental institutions to the media, re-
lates to trust in science, and suggest that the best avenue for rebuilding trust might 
be through empowering local institutions and leaders to help manage future crises.

Until 2020, the 1918 influenza pandemic had the ignoble badge of being the 
second deadliest pandemic in human history after the Bubonic Plague. 
With surprising speed, the “Spanish flu” spread to all corners of the globe, 

and by 1920, fifty million people had died in its wake. The scale and scope of this 
disaster made it a defining moment for the public health community, as research-
ers, advocates, and policy-makers scoured the pandemic for lessons to forestall 
future disasters. In a 2004 New York Times bestselling history of the 1918 pandemic, 
John M. Barry presciently wrote about the importance of trust in pandemic re-
sponse. The key lesson learned from 1918, Barry writes, is that “Those in authority 
must retain the public’s trust. The way to do that is to distort nothing, to put the 
best face on nothing, to try to manipulate no one.” Without public trust, Barry ar-
gued, societal leaders would be unable to encourage the collective behaviors nec-
essary to stop future pandemics.1

Public trust, however, is a complex phenomenon. First, it has many dimen-
sions that can affect societal responses to a global pandemic. People’s trust in each 
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other, in medical professionals, in the health care community, and in public lead-
ers helps shape how they experience, understand, and respond to a public health 
crisis. Second, all these aspects of public trust exist in a mutually dependent, dy-
namic relationship with public health leaders’ responses to a pandemic. In oth-
er words, public trust is both cause and consequence of the choices that societal 
leaders make about the pandemic: what policies they implement, what guidelines 
they enact, what behaviors they recommend.

A key dimension of public trust during a pandemic is, of course, trust in science. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States, whenever public health lead-
ers have promulgated new guidelines or tried to make sense of the pandemic for 
the public, they have explicitly relied on information and guidance from scientists. 
On one hand, news about trust in science is good. Data from the General Social 
Survey show that scientists continue to be some of the most trusted figures in the 
United States, second only to members of the military.2 Other data from Pew Re-
search Center demonstrate an overall increase in confidence in scientists generally 
and medical scientists specifically during the early months of the pandemic.3 

But there is troubling news too. Although historical data reveal overall stabil-
ity in the general public’s levels of trust in science, the relationship between trust 
in science and partisan identity is shifting. In 1975, Gallup asked Americans about 
their confidence in science and found that 70 percent had either a great deal or a 
lot of confidence in science. Republicans reported slightly higher levels of confi-
dence in science than Democrats: 72 percent to 67 percent, respectively. However, 
that relationship has since flipped. In 2021, Gallup found that overall confidence 
in science had declined slightly from 70 percent to 64 percent (note that other 
surveys, such as the General Social Survey, find greater stability). But there was a 
dramatic shift between political parties. Now, according to Gallup, 79 percent of 
Democrats report having confidence in science, while only 45 percent of Republi-
cans say they have either “a lot” or “a great deal” of confidence in science.4 

Anecdotal data indicate that a lack of trust led some people to be uninterested 
in or downright hostile to the scientific consensus regarding public health behav-
iors recommended to slow the spread of COVID-19.5 For example, many Ameri-
cans hesitated or refused to wear masks, despite recommendations from public 
health experts. These choices had real consequences. Early research showed that 
states with lower rates of mask wearing had higher rates of COVID-19.6 Amer-
icans may trust science in the aggregate, but that does not mean that they will 
listen to scientists’ recommendations when it comes to issues like pandemic 
response.7

Understanding the relationship between trust in science and the public’s re-
sponse to the pandemic requires better data that allow us to examine vari-
ation across people over time. Thus, early in the pandemic, we launched a 
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unique nationally representative panel survey, conducted in April 2020, July 2020, 
November 2020, and July/August 2021. By surveying the same group of people at 
these four points, we were able to observe the stability and change in their views 
and assess the factors that shape variation between and across groups. Throughout 
our analyses, we use two key measures: trust in science and support for evidence-
based public health measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19.8 

Our survey allows us to explore three key questions. Does trust in science even 
matter, relative to the pandemic? What are the factors that shape people’s like-
lihood of trusting science? What can we do about the persistent partisan gap in 
trust in science? 

The exigencies of the coronavirus pandemic created one of the most uncer-
tain historical moments the global community has faced. The world economy 
shut down, leaving people stranded in their homes, unmoored from the everyday 
workplaces, relationships, and patterns that shaped their lives. In this precarious 
moment, the scientific community confronted uncertainty by applying scientific 
tools to understand what was happening, and to determine what could be done to 
help the world return to normal. As the science developed, many governmental 
leaders around the world chose to issue public health guidelines based on recom-
mendations from scientists.

In the United States, how would the general public’s regard for the scientif-
ic community affect their willingness to adhere to these guidelines? We know 
that people who have lower trust in science are less likely to believe the perspec-
tives held by scientific experts (for example, that climate change is caused by hu-
mans).9 But do these patterns hold when people need to make personal decisions 
that affect their own health and safety? 

Throughout the pandemic, public health leaders have consistently recom-
mended mask wearing, social distancing, and contact tracing for miti-
gating the spread of COVID-19, and in the aggregate, Americans have re-

mained highly supportive of all three measures. For example, while overall public 
support for social distancing dipped from a high of 89 percent in April 2020 to 
79 percent in July 2020, support for both social distancing and mask wearing re-
mained above 75 percent throughout 2020 (and just below 75 percent for contact 
tracing) in our sample. 

But people who did not trust science were much less likely to support any of 
these measures. In Figure 1, we present the average level of support for each of 
these public health measures, based on respondents’ self-reported level of trust 
in science. The patterns are clear across all three measures: the more people trust 
science, the more likely they are to support public health guidelines.

Consider support for mask wearing. Overall, survey respondents reported gen-
erally high agreement that mask wearing was important.10 But that support var-



86 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

American Trust in Science & Institutions in the Time of COVID-19

ied a great deal among people based on their level of trust in science. Among the 
subset of respondents who reported “a lot” of trust in science generally, average 
support for mask wearing was much greater than for those who indicated they did 
not trust science at all.11 This divide across levels of trust in science emerged con-
sistently across support levels for all three public health measures. Since a handful 
of people forgoing recommended safety measures can lead to significant spread of 
the disease, understanding the variation is important.

We used three other models to estimate support for mask wearing, so-
cial distancing, and contact tracing as a function of trust in science. 
This time, we included demographic and attitudinal variables in the 

analysis: race and ethnicity, gender, age, education, household income, political 
party affiliation, ideology, time spent participating in community organizations, 
and valuing helping out in the community, plus the five-day statewide COVID-19 
incidence rate at the time of survey completion.12 With this last measure, we want-
ed to capture objective variation in how the prevalence of the disease in someone’s 
community might affect their views.

Figure 1
Average Support for Public Health Measures by Trust in Science,  
Pooled Survey Data from 2020

We collected data about mask wearing and contact tracing in July and November 2020. Data 
about social distancing were collected in April 2020, July 2020, and November 2020. Respon­
dents were asked to what extent they agreed that select public health measures were impor­
tant for controlling the spread of COVID-19. Source: Authors’ calculations from the Johns 
Hopkins COVID-19 Civic Life and Public Health Survey, https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/
the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey.

https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
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We found that people’s trust in science had an enduring impact on their sup-
port for public health guidelines. The magnitude of the effect of trust in science 
eclipsed every other variable (including political party identification). As one ex-
ample, in our model examining support for mask wearing, support among indi-
viduals who had “a lot” of trust in science was 34 percentage points higher than 
support for mask wearing among individuals with “no” trust in science. Partisan 
identities had an important but smaller impact. Identifying as a strong Repub-
lican, for example, lowered people’s support for mask wearing by 21 percentage 
points, relative to those identifying as strong Democrats. This finding was consis-
tent across all models examining social distancing and contact tracing. 

Trust in science was not, of course, the only factor predicting varying levels of 
support for public health measures. In general, we found that non-White respon-
dents and older people were more supportive of these measures relative to both 
White non-Hispanic respondents and younger respondents.13 Similar to partisan-
ship, people’s ideological views mattered as well. Americans who were more con-
servative were significantly less likely to support mask wearing, contact tracing, 
and social distancing compared with respondents identifying as more liberal. 

Putting the pieces together, we found that trust in science is strongly associ-
ated with higher levels of support for public health responses to the pandemic, 
even when accounting for individual attitudes and characteristics that potentially 
shape support for these measures. Even though these public health recommenda-
tions presented a less invasive request than some other measures such as vaccina-
tions, people who did not trust science were less likely to support them. Ameri-
cans who are skeptical toward science are less likely to support even low-burden 
public health measures. This pattern raises the question of what attributes are as-
sociated with people’s trust in science.

Certain kinds of people may be more likely than others to trust science. One 
person’s level of trust in science may also change over time, such as when 
scientific consensus evolves quickly, as it did when scientists learned more 

about COVID’s transmissibility during the early stages of the pandemic. We want-
ed to understand both phenomena. No matter how we examined the data, the 
strongest pattern that emerged was the persistent role of partisanship and ideolo-
gy in shaping levels of trust. Though science is widely considered to be a politically 
neutral way of identifying truth and facts about the world, our data show that peo-
ple’s trust in science is highly conditioned by their own politics. Republicans and 
conservatives were consistently less likely than Democrats and liberals to trust sci-
ence, and Republicans’ trust in science eroded over the course of the study.

In general, Americans’ aggregate levels of trust in science remained relatively 
stable during our study. Scientists worked rapidly and diligently from the onset of 
the pandemic to understand and ultimately develop defenses against COVID-19. 
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Although Americans experienced changing information and guidelines as scien-
tific understandings evolved, most Americans retained stable views toward sci-
ence (see Figure 2).14 

However, while average levels of trust in science were stable across the study, 
there were important partisan differences. Overall, 22 percent of the respondents 
reported decreases in trust and 10 percent of the sample reported increases. If we 
examine people’s responses in each of the four waves of our study, we find that only 
51 percent of respondents reported the exact same level of trust in all four waves. 
With respect to differences in party affiliation, we find that Republicans reported 
consistent declines in their trust in science during the pandemic, while Democrats 
and independents remained relatively stable. As Figure 2 shows, there was a clear 
pattern of declining trust among Republicans over time, culminating in a statisti-
cally significant decrease of 11 percentage points between April 2020 and July 2021. 
In other words, Republicans drove the overall decrease in trust during our study. 

To dig deeper into the relationship between politics and trust in science, we 
wanted to compare the role of partisanship relative to other factors in explaining 
people’s varying levels of trust in science.15 We found that, on average, women 
expressed lower levels of trust in science, as did respondents identifying as either 
Hispanic, Black and non-Hispanic, or other and non-Hispanic, relative to White 
and non-Hispanic respondents. Individuals with college degrees reported greater 
trust in science than those without college degrees. Respondents in the highest in-
come tercile (greater than $85,000 per year) also reported greater trust in science 
compared with those in the lowest tercile (less than $40,000). 

The bulk of our investigation focused on the relationship between people’s po-
litical views and their levels of trust in science. Partisanship refers to the political 
party with which people affiliate. Ideology refers to the liberalism or conservatism 
of their views. Today, people who are conservative also are more likely to identi-
fy as Republican, and people who are liberal are more likely to identify as Dem-
ocrat (that pattern is very consistent in twenty-first-century America, but it has 
not always been the case; until the mid-twentieth century, for instance, a number 
of conservative Southerners identified as Democrats). We included both ideology 
and party identification as predictors of trust in science in our research and exam-
ined how these relationships changed over time.16

In general, we found that Republicans and conservatives were less likely to 
trust science, and that Republicans became less trusting of science over time.17 
When we examined how ideology and partisanship interacted with time, we 
found that partisanship was the only predictor that had a statistically significant 
interaction with time at each point of data collection. In particular, we found that 
levels of trust among respondents identifying as Republican decreased by our sec-
ond wave of data collection (July 2020) compared with other respondents, and 
that this gap held through the remainder of the study. 
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Politics matters, at least when it comes to people’s trust in science. Although 
we were unable to disentangle fully the relative roles of ideology and partisanship, 
we can see that these political identities shaped the ways in which Americans have 
responded to the pandemic, and, as we discussed in the previous section, the ex-
tent to which they have supported key public health recommendations. As sug-
gested by recent studies, the partisan and ideological gap in trust in science is not 
new to the current public health crisis. The persistence of the gap in trust between 
political parties through 2020 and 2021, however, suggests that these gaps are rele-
vant even when scientific recommendations can have material benefits for people, 
such as protecting them from disease.

Whither trust in science? Democrats and Republicans clearly differed 
in their levels of trust in science during the first eighteen months of 
the pandemic. So where do we go from here? Changing people’s par-

tisan identities is notoriously hard to do, but perhaps we can dig more deeply into 
the places where people get their information to see whether there are pandemic- 
related information sources that do not evoke strong partisan reactions.18

Figure 2
Average Trust in Science by Party Identification, April 2020–July 2021

Respondents were asked prior to joining our panel survey for their party identification. We 
then treated this one-time party identification as constant throughout the panel survey. 
Source: Authors’ calculations from the Johns Hopkins COVID-19 Civic Life and Public Health  
Survey, https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public 
-health-survey.

https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
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We examined how people’s sources of information about the pandemic relat-
ed to their levels of trust in science, and how those relationships changed during 
our study. We found that trust in institutions most enmeshed in the hurly-burly 
of national politics in America exhibited the biggest partisan gaps. Those institu-
tions that remained above the fray of national politics–namely, local government 
officials and state and municipal health departments–were most likely to emerge 
as potentially stable sources of trust over time.

People turned to many different sources for information about the pandem-
ic, from medical experts and public health agencies to elected officials, news me-
dia, and their personal social networks. When we examined Americans’ trust in 
fifteen different sources for accurate information about the pandemic, we found 
that, overall, they reported the highest levels of trust in medical experts and public 
health agencies, including national institutions like the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and inter-
national health agencies, as well as their respective state and municipal health de-
partments. Trust in elected leaders, people’s personal networks, and news media 
ranked below health agencies and medical experts (see Figure 3).

When we examined the association between trust in the fifteen sources of pan-
demic information in Figure 3 and trust in science generally, we found that thir-
teen of the fifteen information sources had a statistically significant association 
with trust in science.19 Americans who placed higher trust in an institutional in-
formation source (such as the CDC, the NIH, and law enforcement) also had great-
er trust in science. Trust in social media and the president were the exceptions, 
though the latter is largely due to the change in administrations. Trust in the pres-
ident predicted lower trust in science in 2020 and higher trust in 2021. 

Trust also shifted over time. Across the four waves of our survey, we found that 
Republicans’ trust in four information sources–medical experts, the CDC, the 
NIH, and international health agencies–declined precipitously as the pandemic 
wore on. In this sense, Republicans stand out relative to the general population, 
for whom overall trust in most information sources was relatively stable.20 Fig-
ure 4 plots trust in medical experts, the CDC, the NIH, and international health 
agencies as information sources over time for Republicans and non-Republicans. 
Republicans were nearly as trusting of medical experts, the CDC, and the NIH as 
Democrats and independents at the onset of COVID-19, but as the pandemic pro-
gressed, they became increasingly distrustful of these institutions, especially be-
tween the November 2020 election and July 2021. 

Of particular interest, we found that the strength of the association between 
trust in science and four information sources increased during the course 
of our study: local elected officials, state and local health departments, 

news media, and international health agencies. Trusting these information sourc-



151 (4) Fall 2022 91

Hatton, Barry, Levine, McGinty & Han

es predicted even greater trust in science as the pandemic progressed. For example, 
if we imagine that people can trust science anywhere from 0 percent (no trust) to 
100 percent (absolute trust), Americans who trusted local officials more reported 
more trust in science in April 2020. Specifically, Americans who reported high trust 
in local officials reported, on average, 87 percent trust in science compared with 78 
percent among those with no trust in local officials. In July 2021, respondents with 
high trust in local officials reported, on average, 91 percent trust in science, com-
pared with 71 percent among those with no trust in local officials. 

Among these four information sources, local elected officials and state and 
local health departments stand out because overall support in them grew or re-
mained stable over time, even when adjusting for partisanship. Trust in local of-
ficials grew over the course of our study–a relatively rare occurrence among the 
tested information sources. In the case of health departments, total trust was 
stable, and health departments consistently ranked as one of the most trust-
ed sources of information about the pandemic. News media and international 

We pooled self-reported trust in information sources across all four waves of data collection 
and then reported the average by information source. Respondents were originally asked to 
rate how much they trusted each source for pandemic information on a four-item Likert scale. 
We rescaled these responses 0–1, where 0 is “not at all” and 1 is “a lot.” Source: Authors’ cal­
culations from the Johns Hopkins COVID-19 Civic Life and Public Health Survey, https://
snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey.

Figure 3
Average Pooled Trust in Pandemic Information Sources

https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
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health agencies, in contrast, either became somewhat less trusted as sources of 
pandemic information over time, or developed major partisan cleavages in trust 
(see Figure 4). Throughout the study, local officials and state and local health de-
partments weathered the storm of dampened public trust (Figure 5). 

Untangling the causal relationship between information sources, trust in sci-
ence, and partisanship remains tricky. But these analyses suggest that trust in lo-
cal elected officials and local and state health departments has remained less sus-
ceptible to politics than other information sources. Reliance on those information 
sources is associated with trust in science as well. Putting the pieces together sug-
gests that fortifying local information sources may be one avenue to explore for 
strengthening trust in science. 

The role that science plays in any history of the global coronavirus pandem-
ic will likely be two-sided. On one hand, the scientific community came 
together in an unprecedented way to develop public health guidelines and 

multiple vaccines to reduce COVID infection and mortality rates. On the other, 
even when the science was clear, the global community proved unable to convince 
everyone eligible to get the vaccine, or, in many countries, to persuade the pub-
lic to adhere to the guidelines scientists recommended. In developing countries, 
inequitable systems of vaccine delivery served as the primary limitation. In the 
United States, however, one of the most important limitations has proved to be 
attitudinal. People who did not trust science concomitantly did not trust the solu-
tions science developed, and many Americans continue to express skepticism and 
hostility toward the vaccines, even as the pandemic continues.

Perhaps even more alarming is the fact that our data showed that Republi-
cans became even less trusting of science over the course of the pandemic. At first 
glance, that trust seemed to remain largely stable in the general population, but a 
closer look at the data reveals far more volatile partisan undercurrents. Republi-
cans began the pandemic with levels of trust closer to that of Democrats and inde-
pendents. But as the pandemic wore on, and especially following the inauguration 
of a Democratic president, Republicans’ distrust separated them from Democrats 
and independents. This movement away from trusting in science appears to be 
part of a larger trend in recent years among Republicans and conservatives.21 For 
the pandemic, the consequences of declining trust in science were clear. Repub-
licans were consistently less supportive of public health measures that could pro-
tect them, their families, and their communities. 

Divergent levels of trust in various information sources may help explain divi-
sions in trust in science and support for public health measures. Trust in the CDC, 
the NIH, medical experts, and international health agencies as reliable sources 
declined among Republicans over time. Although disentangling the precise rea-
sons for that decline requires more research, partisan attacks on scientific exper-
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We adjusted for race, ethnicity, age, educational attainment (college degree), gender, house­
hold income, party identification, ideology, five-day statewide COVID-19 incident rate, valuing 
helping in the community, and time spent participating in a community organization. Respon­
dents were asked how much they trusted a given source for information related to the pan­
demic: 0 corresponds to “not at all,” while 1 corresponds to “a lot.” Source: Authors’ calcula­
tions from the Johns Hopkins COVID-19 Civic Life and Public Health Survey, https://snfagora 
.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey.

Figure 4
Trust in Pandemic Information Sources, Republicans and Non-Republicans

https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
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tise had clear consequences for trust in these institutions. The question we now 
must ask is whether lasting damage has been done to the field, and what the con-
sequences will be if a significant and potentially growing share of the population 
views these institutions (and science more generally) with skepticism. 

Americans’ trust in local elected officials and state and municipal health de-
partments stood out for their relative resilience to these political shifts, and also 
the fact that they became more associated with trust in science over time. This 
pattern suggests these messengers may be important for communicating scientif-
ic findings for the public. Once a Democratic administration took over the federal 
government, Republicans became more likely to distrust recommendations and 
information from federal scientific agencies. Yet local institutions retained pub-
lic trust despite these partisan shifts. Perhaps federal agencies and institutions 
should enhance their partnerships with those organizations that continue to be 
trusted in their communities to reinforce or foster Americans’ trust in science. 

Many critics point to the content of science communication as a source of 
bumbling responses to the pandemic and crumbling trust in science, and often 
end with a call for greater accuracy and expediency, or the need for more nu-

We adjusted for race, ethnicity, age, educational attainment (college degree), gender, party 
identification, household income, ideology, valuing helping in the community, time spent par­
ticipating in a community organization, and five-day statewide COVID-19 incident rate.  
See endnote 19 for more details. Source: Authors’ calculations from the Johns Hopkins  
COVID-19 Civic Life and Public Health Survey, https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns 
-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey.

Figure 5
Adjusted Levels of Trust in Local Officials, State and Local Health  
Departments, News Media, and International Health Agencies 

https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
https://snfagora.jhu.edu/project/the-johns-hopkins-covid-19-civic-life-and-public-health-survey
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anced and cautionary presentations of discoveries.22 Our research underscores 
a long-standing finding from the study of political communication: the messen-
ger matters. For instance, if local officials and organizations can remain above 
the fray of national politics, then perhaps we should also empower them to lead 
on scientific communications and recommendations in times of crisis. After all, 
Americans generally have greater trust in local government and institutions com-
pared with their state and federal counterparts.23

Science will always remain critical to managing public health crises, and there 
is ample reason to think we will only be facing more crises in the future. To meet 
that challenge, science must be trusted as an impartial guide to the difficult choic-
es societal leaders must make to manage crisis. When people perceive science to 
be partisan, science loses its ability to be that guide. Restoring trust in science re-
mains an ongoing challenge. Just as John Barry presciently noted the importance 
of trust after the 1918 flu pandemic, perhaps the great lesson coming out of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is that trust in science matters more than ever. 
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From Anti-Government to Anti-Science: 
Why Conservatives Have Turned  

Against Science

Naomi Oreskes & Erik M. Conway

Empirical data do not support the conclusion of a crisis of public trust in science. 
They do support the conclusion of a crisis of conservative trust in science: polls show 
that American attitudes toward science are highly polarized along political lines. In 
this essay, we argue that conservative hostility toward science is rooted in conserva-
tive hostility toward government regulation of the marketplace, which has morphed 
in recent decades into conservative hostility to government, tout court. This distrust 
was cultivated by conservative business leaders for nearly a century, but took strong 
hold during the Reagan administration, largely in response to scientific evidence of 
environmental crises that invited governmental response. Thus, science–particu-
larly environmental and public health science–became the target of conservative 
anti-regulatory attitudes. We argue that contemporary distrust of science is mostly 
collateral damage, a spillover from carefully orchestrated conservative distrust of 
government. 

In 2020, scientists performed an astonishing feat. In less than one year, they 
produced not one but several safe and effective vaccines against the novel 
coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2. Yet, by the summer of 2021, barely half of all Amer-

icans had been fully vaccinated, even though free vaccines were widely avail-
able. By the autumn of 2021, ten thousand deaths following vaccination had been  
reported, and only six positively attributed to the vaccine, with more than four 
hundred and fifty million vaccine doses administered. This is a vaccine-death rate 
of 0.00000001 percent.1 Yet public health officials still struggled to persuade the 
remaining Americans to get vaccinated. 

Commentators have read this opposition as evidence of a crisis of public 
trust in science. Crisis-in-science narratives are widespread in both the scientific  
literature and in mass-media reporting, but the available evidence does not sup-
port the narrative.2 The General Social Survey has long included a question about 
trust in the leaders of major institutions, and its polling shows that most Amer-
icans evince confidence in scientific institutions. In 2021, the largest share of re-
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spondents answered that they had “a great deal of confidence,” rather than “only 
some” or “hardly any” confidence, in scientific institutions.3 In fact, scientific and 
medical leaders are generally second only to military leaders in public estima-
tion.4 Moreover–and contrary to popular impression–overall trust in scientific 
leaders has not changed since the 1970s. A 2018 poll by Research!America found 
that more than 70 percent of Americans believe that government investments in 
science and technology pay off in the long run. A recent report by the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences that analyzed the Research!America poll, as well 
as other data, found that most Americans view scientific research as beneficial, 
support an active role for science and scientists in public life, trust scientists to tell 
the truth and report findings accurately, and believe that scientists should play a 
major role in shaping public policy with respect to health and the environment.5 

These findings do not support the conclusion of a crisis of public trust in sci-
ence. However, available data do support the conclusion of a crisis of conservative 
trust in science. Reaction to scientific findings is highly polarized, with Republi-
can voters and self-identified conservatives far more likely than Democrats and 
self-identified liberals to reject consensus scientific findings, particularly in the 
areas of climate change and COVID-19 response. In 2020, 88 percent of Demo-
crats agreed with scientific findings that climate change was a major threat to the 
well-being of the United States, but only 31 percent of Republicans thought so.6 
Similarly, 94 percent of Democrats believe that the documented increase in global 
temperature is due to human activities (again, consistent with the scientific con-
sensus), but only 69 percent of Republicans do. When it comes to the question 
of whether the globe is warming at all, the proportion of Republicans accepting  
that conclusion has decreased since 2000, from about 75 percent to only about 
55 percent, even as scientists have declared the fact of global warming to be  
“unequivocal.”7 These patterns cannot be linked in any obvious way to who holds 
the presidency. Democratic acceptance of climate science and concern about 
climate change increased during both the Obama and Trump administrations, 
but Republican views were largely unchanged until 2019, when extreme weath-
er events–including the largest fire in California history–may have shifted some 
people’s views.8

There is a similar pattern in reactions to COVID-19. Most Democrats support 
mask-wearing; most Republicans do not.9 Almost all Democrats are or plan to be 
vaccinated; many Republicans are not vaccinated and do not plan to be. In coun-
ties that Joe Biden won in the 2020 presidential election, 52.8 percent of people 
were fully vaccinated by September 2021, but in counties that went to Donald 
Trump, the rate was 39.9 percent.10 At that time, nearly half of all unvaccinated 
people identified as Republicans or Republican-leaning. Republican confidence 
in science dropped during the Trump administration: a 2021 Pew survey found a 
striking decline in Republican confidence that “science has largely had a positive 



100 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Why Conservatives Have Turned Against Science

effect on society,” from 70 percent in January 2019 to 54 percent in March 2021, 
with no similar decline among Democrats.11

These patterns cannot be attributed to scientific illiteracy. Researchers have 
found that scientific literacy and educational attainment do not predict attitudes 
related to specific science controversies. In general, higher education correlates 
with positive perceptions of science, yet highly educated Republicans are more 
likely than less educated ones to reject climate science or think that scientists 
are exaggerating the threat.12 People who reported in the spring of 2021 that they 
would “definitely not” get the COVID-19 vaccine–as compared with those plan-
ning to “wait and see”–were not so much uneducated as overwhelmingly Repub-
lican (67 percent versus 12 percent Democrat).13 During the summer and autumn 
of 2021, this partisan gap grew, even as the scientific evidence of vaccine safety 
and efficacy also grew. These patterns of partisan polarization confirm an argu-
ment we have already made elsewhere: the sources of science rejection lay not in 
the science itself, but in prior political and ideological beliefs and commitments. 

In our 2010 book Merchants of Doubt, we showed that climate-change denial was 
grounded in conservative hostility toward “Big Government,” in particular the idea 
that government regulation of the marketplace–whether in response to environmen-
tal issues, public health crises, or other social problems–was a step on a slippery slope 
toward socialism.14 Also in 2010, Aaron M. McCright and Riley E. Dunlap proposed 
that American conservatives tended to reject “impact” sciences–those concerned 
with identifying environmental and health damages–but not “production” sciences, 
those that support business and industry.15 In other words, conservatives are not re-
jecting science tout court, but rejecting sciences that undergird or might be perceived to 
demonstrate the need for government action. The problem with the “impact” fram-
ing, however, is that any science can become an impact science if scientists discov-
er something that points to the need for government regulation. The scientists who 
discovered the ozone hole and acid rain did not think of themselves as environmen-
talists, or even environmental scientists. But they discovered problems created by ac-
tivities such as burning fossil fuels, driving cars, and using refrigerants that could only 
be fixed by measures to reduce or otherwise control those activities. The solutions in-
volved national government regulations and international treaties. The “merchants 
of doubt” did not oppose these laws and treaties because they doubted the science; 
they doubted the science because they opposed these laws and treaties.

Citizens protesting COVID-19 mandates have not for the most part questioned 
the science but have carried placards equating mask mandates with government 
tyranny and denial of personal liberty.16 When they have questioned the science, 
it has often been in the context of questioning the basis for government mandates 
that they oppose on other grounds.

All of these challenges lead to the question: Why do American conservatives 
distrust government? It is not obvious that conservatives, who historically have 
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valorized order, authority, and respect for tradition, should necessarily distrust 
government. Classical liberal economists–including Adam Smith–recognized 
that governments serve essential functions, such as building infrastructure from 
which everyone benefits, and regulating banks, which, if left to their own devic-
es, could destroy an economy.17 Conservatives have also historically recognized 
that taxation was required to enable governments to perform those functions. For 
most of the nineteenth century, business leaders in the United States supported 
public investment in infrastructure too. Infrastructure investment helped create 
the modern business corporation, as state and federal governments used corpo-
rations to carry out large infrastructure projects, such as the electrification of ru-
ral America, the interstate highway system, the aerospace industry, and later the 
space program.18 

Admittedly, there is a long tradition in American culture of believing that 
the government that governs best governs least.19 But broadly held cultural at-
titudes do not explain partisan divides. To explain that, we need to look more 
closely at a factor that has received insufficient attention: the prolonged attack 
on government by business leaders and political conservatives in the mid-late  
twentieth century, and the way in which anti-government attitudes spilled over 
into anti-science attitudes in the Ronald Reagan administration. 

Our story begins in the early twentieth century, when a group of conser-
vative business leaders and economists shifted economic and political 
thinking in a radical way. They argued that any government action in the 

marketplace–even if well-intentioned–compromised the freedom of individu-
als to do as they pleased, and therefore put us on the road to totalitarianism. Politi-
cal and economic freedom were “indivisible,” they insisted, and so a compromise 
to the latter, even when it addressed an obvious ill like child labor, was a threat to 
the former. Their arguments gained some traction when Franklin Roosevelt dra-
matically expanded the scale and authority of the federal government through the 
New Deal. But they took serious hold during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, 
who famously insisted in his first inaugural address that “government is not the 
solution to our problem; government is the problem.” Reagan initiated a pattern 
of Republican rejection of any science that pointed to the need for more govern-
ment regulation rather than less. Today, hostility to the federal government is a 
touchstone for political conservatives, and contemporary conservative distrust of 
science is collateral damage, a spillover effect of distrust in government. 

American citizens in the mid-twentieth century were largely suspicious of “Big 
Business,” saw the government as their ally, and believed that government should 
address the problems that unconstrained capitalism had created.20 These includ-
ed “social costs,” such as the deaths of workers in dangerous mines, mills, and fac-
tories, as well as market failures like bank runs and collapses. When thousands of 
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workers were killed every year in railroad accidents, boiler explosions, and mine 
collapses, the U.S government created Workers’ Compensation and established 
standards for occupational safety.21 When banks failed during the Great Depres-
sion, the government created the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) 
to protect people’s savings. As massive pollution of the nation’s waterways made 
the water undrinkable, and the air in Los Angeles grew so poisonous that people 
died from breathing it, the public demanded government standards for clean wa-
ter and clean air. The Progressive Era, the New Deal, and 1960s environmentalism 
all reinforced the essential role of government in addressing problems created by 
economic and industrial activity. 

But while politicians of both major parties were devising government reme-
dies to the failures of the marketplace, a small coterie of businessmen and conser-
vative intellectuals set to work to block those remedies. They did so in part by con-
ventional means: lobbying Congress, making campaign contributions, running 
ad campaigns. But unifying these familiar activities was a bigger project to change 
the way Americans thought about “the marketplace” and the role of government 
in it. It was a project to build an American myth designed to undermine confi-
dence in the very idea that government could remedy the failures of capitalism.

The myth had three parts. The first is that free enterprise is one of the foun-
dations of American government, on par with representative democracy and the 
civic rights enshrined in the Bill of Rights. Government action in the marketplace, 
the myth insisted, threatens these foundations. The second is that any compro-
mise to economic freedom risks political freedom. The third is the claim that gov-
ernment is not the solution to the country’s problems; it is the cause of them. To 
generate prosperity, government has to get out of the way, “get off our backs,” and 
let “the market do its magic.”

Their efforts worked. By the end of the century, public opinion had flipped: 
many Americans now admired business leaders as “entrepreneurs” and “job cre-
ators,” and believed that it made more sense to count on markets to solve prob-
lems than to engage government.22 Many Americans saw government as dead 
weight, taxation as unfair or even a form of theft, and chuckled knowingly when 
Reagan insisted that the scariest nine words in the English language were, “I’m 
from the government and I’m here to help.”23 

The people involved in the project to change how Americans viewed govern-
ment were diverse and dispersed, but they were also interconnected in important 
and sometimes startling ways. They included trade organizations and corpora-
tions; industrialists, writers, intellectuals, and economists; Protestant religious 
organizations beginning with Spiritual Mobilization in the late 1930s; and influ-
ential foundations and think tanks, like the Foundation for Economic Education, 
which drew personnel from the Chamber of Commerce and from Spiritual Mobi-
lization.24 Theirs was not a conspiracy, but it was a network of people who knew 
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each other, supported each other intellectually and financially, and used this mu-
tual support to expand their influence. 

In this essay, we identify four instances when conservative businessmen and 
intellectuals purposefully advanced distrust in government to influence public 
opinion: a propaganda campaign launched in the 1920s by leaders in the electric-
ity industry to fight government involvement in electricity markets, and contin-
ued in the 1930s and 1940s by the National Association of Manufacturers to fight 
the New Deal; the promotion by private philanthropists of pro-market, anti-gov-
ernment ideology at the University of Chicago; the transmogrification of Ronald 
Reagan from New Deal Democrat to anti-government Republican under the in-
fluence of General Electric executives, and the launch of his political career with 
the financial support of those executives; and, crucially, the Reagan presidency, 
during which science became collateral damage of this anti-government ideology.

In the early twentieth century, electricity was mostly monopolized by the entre-
preneurs whose for-profit business made the required machinery–famously,  
Thomas Edison and George Westinghouse–and the private utilities that ex-

ploited that machinery, including Edison Electric. Their companies and utilities 
were extraordinarily successful: Edison and Westinghouse became household 
names as electricity lit up cities and urban homes across the country.25 

Rural customers wanted electricity as much as their urban counterparts–and 
many observers argued that they needed it more–but electrical utilities had ne-
glected them. In Pennsylvania in the 1920s, only about 10 percent of rural resi-
dents had access to an electricity grid.26 Moreover, country folks who were for-
tunate enough to have access paid much higher rates–often double their urban 
counterparts’–leaving many farmers unable to afford electricity even when it was 
offered.27 

Outside the United States, electricity was generally not viewed as a commodity 
like corn or pork bellies to be bought and sold at a profit, but as a public good like 
water or sewers that demanded government engagement to ensure equitable dis-
tribution. In Germany and France, electricity generation was developed as a public 
utility; in the United Kingdom, Parliament nationalized electricity generation.28 
The contrast in outcome was stark: by the 1920s, nearly 70 percent of Northern 
European farmers had electricity, but fewer than 10 percent of U.S. farmers did.29 

Against this backdrop, reformers such as Pennsylvania Governor Gifford Pin-
chot argued the need for greater government involvement in electricity markets. In 
response, the National Electric Light Association (NELA) launched a massive pro-
paganda campaign that included, among other things, the hiring of academics to 
rewrite textbooks and develop curricula to promote pro-market, anti-government  
perspectives in emerging business schools and economics programs across the 
country. They also recruited experts to write reports “proving” that private elec-
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tricity was cheaper than public electricity, despite available facts that showed 
otherwise. 

NELA also promoted the larger argument that private property was the foun-
dation of the American life, so any attempt to interfere with the private electricity 
industry threatened to undermine that way of life. Opinions to the contrary (they 
claimed) were unsound, socialistic, and fundamentally un-American. 

When the Federal Trade Commission later investigated NELA’s activities, they 
concluded that “private utilities, led by [their] industry trade group, the National 
Electric Light Association” had “mounted a large and sophisticated propaganda 
campaign that placed particular emphasis on making the case for private owner-
ship to the press and in schools and universities.”30 Historian David Nye concurs: 
“The thousands of pages of testimony revealed a systematic covert attempt to 
shape opinion in favor of private utilities, in which half-truths and at times out-
right lies presented municipal utilities in a consistently bad light” and private util-
ities in a good light.31 Historian Ronald Kline calls the campaign “underhanded” 
and “unethical.”32

The Federal Trade Commission found that the “character and objective of 
these activities was fully recognized by NELA and its sponsors as propaganda,” 
and that, in their internal correspondence, they “boasted that the ‘public pays’ the 
expense.”33 Ernest Gruening, a journalist at the time who later served as the terri-
torial governor of Alaska and then as U.S. Senator, noted that when the presiding 
judge in the hearings asked if NELA had neglected any form of publicity, its Direc-
tor of Public Information replied: “Only one, and that is sky-writing.”34

I n the 1930s, as the Great Depression unfolded and the failures of the market-
place seemed to demand government response, the National Association of 
Manufacturers (NAM) reprised the NELA effort with a multimillion-dollar 

propaganda campaign to convince the American people that–despite all the ap-
parent evidence to the contrary–American business and industry were working 
just fine. They argued that the real causes of the Great Depression were the unrea-
sonable demands made by unionized labor, coupled with excessive government 
interference in the affairs of business and federal taxation that starved industry of 
the monies it needed to expand productive capacity. 

Using print media, radio, and film, NAM ran a propaganda campaign that last-
ed into the 1940s to influence what newspapers had to say about the economy and 
American life, what teachers taught in the classroom, and what the American 
people came to believe about the federal government. NAM’s president cited the 
famed tobacco industry strategist Edward Bernays as the sort of authority whose 
help NAM should (and later would) seek.35 NAM sent pamphlets, leaflets, comic 
strips, and push surveys to newspaper editors and radio stations across the coun-
try, as well as materials to member companies to help them persuade their work-
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ers not to unionize. They published magazines and organized lecture series aimed 
at teachers, clergy, and youth. They produced and distributed free of charge radio 
programs, short films, feature films, and “documentaries.” Like NELA, NAM also  
attempted to influence and censor textbooks. 

The budget for these efforts matched their ambitions.36 In 1937 alone, NAM 
spent over $793,000 (the equivalent of about $14 million today) on “public infor-
mation” designed to work as integration propaganda.37 These expenditures con-
stituted more than 55 percent of the organization’s total income and continued 
to rise in subsequent years.38 In 1946, its public relations budget was $3 million.39 

NAM leaders had concluded that a strictly economic defense of business was 
insufficient to turn the American people against government and toward busi-
ness. They needed to link their cause to something “all Americans held dear,” 
not free enterprise, but freedom itself: “Free enterprise [will not] be saved as the 
result of appeals in the name of free enterprise alone,” one NAM memo argued. 
“The public must be convinced that free enterprise is as much an indivisible part 
of our democracy and the source of as many blessings and benefits as are our oth-
er freedoms of speech, press, and religion.”40 If they could “emphasize effectively 
the inseparability of ‘democracy’ and ‘free enterprise,’” enthusiasm and support 
for the former could carry the latter.41

This led to the insistence on the inseparability or indivisibility of democra-
cy, political freedom, and free enterprise capitalism, what we have labeled the  
indivisibility thesis. “Representative political democracy, religious and social liber-
ties and free enterprise are inseparable and with one lost, all are lost,” NAM de-
clared in 1938.42 Economic freedom was one of the three legs in a tripod of freedom 
that kept America standing.43 The New Deal, with its alphabet-soup of regulatory 
agencies, was a threat to the fabric of American life. Today, rural electrification; 
tomorrow, goodbye to the Bill of Rights.44 

NAM messages denied the federal government’s central role in the recovery 
from the Great Depression, attempting instead, in the words of historian Burton 
St. John III, to bind Americans “to the pre-Depression ideal of the supremacy of 
the markets.”45 NAM would try to shift Americans’ view of government from a 
“friend” offering a “helping hand during the Depression” to something that stood 
in the way of prosperity.46 Above all, NAM insisted, the people who should be 
trusted to guide the ship were the captains of American industry.47 The villain in 
the American story was not Big Business but Big Government.48

As the economy began to recover from the Great Depression, the NAM mes-
sage began to take hold. In 1941, a NAM survey found that 71 percent of respon-
dents believed the disappearance of the free enterprise system would harm their 
personal liberty.49 Later that year, NAM polling found a majority of Americans 
believing that industry–not government–could best protect against the threats 
posed by the conflicts overseas.50 
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Despite these exceptional efforts, and despite NAM’s advancing steps to-
ward their goal, some American businessmen thought NAM had not been 
aggressive enough in fighting government encroachment in the affairs of 

business. One was Harold Luhnow, a businessman from Missouri and head of the 
libertarian Volker Foundation. Another was Jasper Crane, a former DuPont ex-
ecutive. Crane felt that NAM focused too much on the details of commerce and 
not enough on the vision of the society they wanted to build and sustain. They 
were also too willing to compromise. The battle for a free society needed to be car-
ried forward by “a cadre of intellectuals and businessmen that would be absolutely 
committed to the market.”51 Historian Kim Phillips-Fein quotes Crane: “I have been 
wondering whether we ought to attempt to mobilize a few men who are absolutely  
sound in the faith and will not compromise, who are earnest in thinking, talking and 
writing for freedom, and who are resolved to uphold it at any personal sacrifice.”52 

Crane and Luhnow decided to develop and fund a project to move the pub-
lic conversation–and thereby American society–in the spirit of Karl Marx, but 
in the opposite direction. They despised Marx, but thought that he was correct 
about one thing: that the point of philosophy should not be to study the world, 
but to change it.53 The successful outcome of their project would be an altered so-
cial contract, in a society that valorized and protected economic freedom above 
other considerations. But how would they do that? Marx had written a book that 
had changed the world; maybe they could find someone to do the same on their 
side. What they needed, then, was not just a book, but the book–“the New Testa-
ment of capitalism,” the “bible” of free enterprise, written by a man who would 
take no intellectual prisoners.54 Crane and Luhnow found him in the Austrian 
neoliberal economist Fredrich von Hayek. 

Hayek’s manifesto, The Road to Serfdom, had been published in 1944, and its ar-
gument was the indivisibility thesis: that any compromise to economic freedom 
threatened political freedom. For Hayek, there could be no such thing as demo-
cratic socialism or even social democracy, because the “unforeseen but inevita-
ble consequences of socialist planning is to create a state of affairs in which if the 
policy is to be pursued, totalitarian forces will get the upper hand.”55 In 1945, Luh-
now funded Hayek’s American book tour, but wanted much more than just a book 
tour. He wanted social change. But he worried that Hayek’s approach was too in-
tellectual and too European. The best way to get the book that America needed, 
Luhnow and Crane concluded, was to finance a project at a reputable American 
institution where the arguments could be developed in an American register with 
an American audience in mind. Their chosen institution was the University of 
Chicago. The operation would be named the “Free Market Project.” 

Over the objections of the economics department, Luhnow provided the mon-
ey for Hayek to be hired, and also funded the launch of the Free Market Proj-
ect, bringing together several economists who shared their vision. One of these 
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like-minded economists was George Stigler, who would produce an edited ver-
sion of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations that expunged nearly all of Smith’s  
caveats, including his discussion of the need for bank regulation, for adequate 
wages for workers, and for taxation for public goods, like roads and bridges. 
Another was Aaron Director, who developed a project making the case against  
anti-trust enforcement.56 A third was Milton Friedman.

Hayek never wrote the American Road to Serfdom, but Milton Friedman did. 
His best-selling book Capitalism and Freedom laid out the indivisibility thesis in 
language that any educated person could understand, and achieved Luhnow’s 
goal of accessibility and impact. First published in 1962, it would sell over half a 
million copies, see numerous editions, be translated into eighteen languages, and 
be adapted into a ten-part PBS television series, Free to Choose. The book appears 
on virtually every list of the top 100 or even the top 10 books by conservatives. It 
was named a top 100 book by Time magazine, The Times Literary Supplement, and 
others. Friedman would become not only the most influential economist of his 
generation, but one of the most influential public intellectuals. In 1966, he became 
a regular columnist at Newsweek, and went on to write hundreds of opinion piec-
es for mass media publications.57 In the 1970s, he was a frequent speaker at the 
UK Institute of Economic Affairs, credited with shaping Margaret Thatcher’s pol-
icies, which in turn influenced Ronald Reagan. Friedman became an advisor to 
both, as well as to Chilean economists associated with the dictator Augusto Pino-
chet.58 President Reagan awarded Friedman both the National Medal of Science 
and the National Medal of Freedom. 

Reagan raised Friedman’s star, but the president had in fact developed his anti- 
government ideas long before he ever met Friedman. Most Americans know that 
Reagan was an actor before he became a politician, but they may not know that 
his flagging acting career was revived by the General Electric Corporation (GE), 
who gave him a job that was crucial both to his professional transformation from 
actor to politician and to his political transformation from New Deal Democrat to  
anti-government Republican. 

By the 1960s, corporate leaders, neoliberal economists, libertarian intellectu-
als, and market fundamentalists had for more than thirty years been sell-
ing a story in which businessmen were the heroes and government the 

villain. It was a story in which markets were efficient; individual enterprise was 
all that was needed to succeed; and racism, discrimination, corporate violence, 
monopolistic practices, and dangerous working conditions played only an in-
cidental role. It was a story in which “economic freedom” meant the freedom 
of business owners to run their shops as they saw fit, even if that included anti- 
competitive practices or imposing environmental costs on surrounding commu-
nities. Above all, it was a story in which political and economic freedom were in-
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divisible, so any government action in the marketplace–even if well-intentioned 
and seemingly warranted–would put us on the slippery slope to socialism, or 
worse. In effect, American manufacturers had manufactured a myth.

But despite the hard sell, for the most part, Americans weren’t buying. FDR 
was the longest serving president in American history, elected and reelected four 
times, and in 1948, his vice president, Harry Truman, had won reelection in his 
own right. When Dwight Eisenhower was elected in 1952–the first Republican  
president since Herbert Hoover–it was as a centrist seeking to avoid excessive 
power concentration in either state or private hands.59 Eisenhower not only sup-
ported Social Security, but expanded it. With respect to the New Deal, he famous-
ly wrote that “should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unem-
ployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not 
hear of that party again. . . . There is a tiny splinter group, of course, that believes 
you can do these things,” but “their number is negligible and they are stupid.”60 
Barry Goldwater was one of that small number, and in 1964, he had suffered a 
crushing defeat.61 Ordinary Americans–especially working- and middle-class 
Americans–saw the government as their ally because, for most of the twentieth 
century, it was.62 

Twenty years later, however, the picture was different, and the person who did 
the most to change it was Ronald Reagan. The “Gipper” flipped the national nar-
rative from one in which government existed to address the needs of the people to 
one in which government blocked people’s aspirations. In the 1920s, Americans 
had hated Big Business. Reagan would persuade them to hate Big Government. 
Promising to “get the government off our backs,” Reagan encouraged Americans 
to see government as malevolent, not benevolent.63 “The nine most terrifying 
words in the English language,” he snickered, “are I’m from the government and I’m 
here to help.”64 The solution was to shrink government, cut it down to size, “starve 
the beast,” and let the market do its “magic.”65 

Reagan would ask Americans to love the market and loathe the government, 
but–and perhaps this was the key to his success–he didn’t frame it as a tale of 
loathing. He framed it as a love story: loving freedom, loving capitalism.66 The 
late historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot suggested that Reagan’s brilliance lay in his 
capacity “to inscribe his presidency into a prepackaged narrative about the Unit-
ed States.”67 Trouillot was right: it had been packaged by NELA, NAM, and Milton 
Friedman, and Reagan learned it when he worked for GE.68

Reagan had joined General Electric in the 1950s to jump-start both the com-
pany’s faltering efforts at television production and his own faltering acting ca-
reer.69 As the host of the popular weekly television program GE Theatre, Reagan 
created one of the most successful personas of the century: himself. It was not 
merely a matter of fashioning an image, but a radical reconstruction from New 
Deal Democrat and president of a major union (the Screen Actors Guild) to  
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anti-union, pro-management, right-wing Republican. Moreover, while the Amer-
ican people knew Reagan as the host of GE Theatre, that was only half of his job. 
The other half was as the public face of a massive PR program designed to con-
vince GE’s workers and citizens in their communities of the greatness of Ameri-
can capitalism and the threat represented by Big Government.

Reagan’s mentor in this work was GE executive Lemuel Boulware, whose  
anti-union tactics were so extreme they earned a name: Boulwarism. (They also 
earned GE several indictments for federal labor law violations.) Boulware’s poli-
tics became Reagan’s politics, and GE’s vision Reagan’s vision.70 Reagan’s political  
fortunes were transformed as well, as he emerged from GE with powerful backers 
in corporate America who helped him launch his political career. 

In later years, Reagan would assemble a forceful coalition of business lead-
ers, social conservatives, evangelical Protestants, and disaffected blue-collar  
Democrats that would propel him to the presidency, but this was not the coalition 
that launched his political career. Reagan’s 1960s “kitchen cabinet” was a handful 
of wealthy business executives assembled by a group of GE executives, including 
Boulware.71 Reagan’s victory in his bid to become governor of California was in 
many ways surprising: few people at that time had launched a successful career 
in politics by running first for an office as high as governor of one of America’s 
largest states. But while Reagan may have been untested in public office, his mes-
sage and delivery had been extensively tested in his years at GE, which had given 
him a public platform, a political ideology, and the opportunity to refine both the 
message and its delivery in the thousands of speeches that he had given across the 
country before he ever ran for office.

A s governor of California, Reagan was no liberal, but neither was he hostile 
to science. As president, however, he faced a conundrum: the emerging 
science of a set of issues–acid rain, the ozone hole, and man-made climate 

change–that suggested the need for firm and timely federal action to avoid serious, 
perhaps even catastrophic, damage. Reagan’s answer was to question the science. 

One clear example involves acid rain. In the months before Reagan took of-
fice, scientists had concluded that air pollution caused acid rain, and the Carter 
administration was moving toward a treaty with Canada that would severely limit 
air pollution from American power plants. But when Reagan took office, he re-
versed course, introducing the idea that the science was not sufficient to justify a 
strong regulatory response, much less a treaty. The administration did not merely 
cast doubt on the existing science, it also interfered in the scientific peer review 
process. In 1984, presidential science advisor George Keyworth intervened in the 
final stages of a scientific review, instructing the lead author to make changes that 
made the science seem less certain than the scientific panel had concluded it was; 
the administration then used this to justify inaction.72 When it came to the ozone 
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hole, Reagan eventually signed the Montreal Protocol, the international treaty 
that controlled ozone-destroying chemicals, but not before some of his advisors 
and cabinet members disputed the science behind stratospheric ozone depletion; 
later, they would question the emerging evidence of global warming.

Reagan’s successor, George H.W. Bush, tried to balance the demands of en-
vironmental protection and the marketplace. He championed the 1990 Clean 
Air Act amendments that instituted a market mechanism–emissions trading–
to control the pollution that was causing acid rain. He also established the U.S. 
Global Climate Research program to improve scientific understanding of climate 
change, and agreed to a complete ban on the chemicals responsible for strato-
spheric ozone depletion. But Bush was a one-term president, in part because his 
moderate and fact-based positions were out of step with an emerging Republican 
ideology that took no prisoners when it came to climate change. Under Reagan, a 
precedent had been established: to question science that illuminated any problem 
that invited (or worse, seemed to demand) government action. 

Conservative resistance to scientific findings emerged originally in environ-
mental and public health domains, where markets had created the problems, like 
diseases caused by tobacco use, acid rain caused by electric power generation, or 
the ozone hole caused by chemicals used in refrigeration and propellants.73 But it 
would be wrong to say that the trigger was “regulatory” science or impact science, 
because much of the relevant science emerged in the context of basic research, 
such as the work in forest ecology and soil science that established the problem 
of acid precipitation.74 Some of it emerged in the context of applied science that 
conservatives supported, such as the work in the 1950s and 1960s on weather mod-
ification–much of it funded by the U.S. military–that contributed to predicting 
global warming. But in time, animus toward specific scientific findings spilled 
over into animus toward science, generally. One telling example involves the Big 
Bang theory, which Christian conservatives once welcomed, as it seemed (in con-
trast to steady state theories) to affirm that the universe had a beginning. But then 
Christian conservatives turned against the theory.75 From the 1990s onwards, to 
be an American conservative increasingly meant being distrustful of science. 

By the 2020s, Republicans leaders were rejecting factual evidence on a host of 
problems that pointed to the need for the government to act in ways that could in-
fringe upon business or personal liberty–from gun control and the opioid crisis 
to the safety of vaccination and efficacy of mask mandates. They were also attack-
ing scientists–particularly those engaged in climate research–subjecting them 
to hostile congressional inquiries, Freedom of Information Act requests, and even 
subpoenas. Conservative activists used lawsuits to try to obtain scientists’ corre-
spondence, hoping to catch them in embarrassing statements.76 Climate scien-
tists were also subject to attacks in conservative media. The message was not that 
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particular policy approaches to climate change were undesirable, but that climate 
scientists were untrustworthy.77 

What began as an ideological argument had become a cultural pathology. A 
commitment to “limited government” caused conservative leaders not merely to 
drag their feet on responses to climate change, health care, opioid addiction, and 
other problems that the private sector has been unable to solve–and that are too 
big for individuals or even the states to fix on their own–it also led them to attack 
scientific findings related to these issues, and the scientists responsible for those 
findings. And, when COVID-19 hit in 2019, it caused conservative leaders to en-
courage their constituents to distrust science and defy scientists’ guidance, even 
when their lives were at stake. 

In April 2020, Dr. Anthony Fauci called for a nationwide stay-at-home order to 
slow the spread of COVID-19. “I don’t understand why that’s not happening,” 
said the country’s leading expert on infectious disease, although he did ac-

knowledge “the Trump administration’s hesitancy to encroach upon local author-
ities.”78 Many Americans shared the doctor’s confusion. Why wouldn’t President 
Trump use his authority to issue a national stay-at-home order? Or use his influ-
ence to persuade governors to do so? Above all, why did the president downplay the 
threat and refuse to act on the advice of his experts while there was still a chance of 
containing the virus and saving hundreds of thousands of American lives?79 

To many people, the president’s actions were inexplicable. To us, they seemed all 
too familiar. Trump’s response was, in fact, almost inevitable given three things we 
know about his administration and the policies it represented: a habit of hostility 
toward science and other forms of expertise, a worldview that prioritizes the econ-
omy above all else, and the adherence to the ideology of “limited government” that 
has made conservatives belligerent toward the federal government even when they 
are running it. The president’s response to COVID-19 was consistent with the world-
view that American business conservatives began to develop a century ago and that, 
with persistent repetition, took root in conservative circles. Three years ago, few 
observers would have viewed virology or immunology as impact sciences, yet both 
have come under attack during the COVID-19 pandemic for the evidence they have 
offered on the benefits of social distancing, masking, and vaccination mandates. 

Distrust is a complex social and psychological problem, and is unlikely to 
be explained by any single factor. But the distinctly partisan pattern of 
American distrust in science suggests that its origins are likely to lie more 

in political beliefs and commitments than in anything that scientists themselves 
have done or failed to do. To be sure, poor communication by scientists does not 
help their cause, but–absent other factors–missteps by scientists would likely 
generate skepticism across the political spectrum rather than in one part of it.

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/03/fauci-endorses-national-stay-at-home-order-162794
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Evidence compiled by sociologist Gordon Gauchat in 2012 confirms that con-
servative trust in science has dropped dramatically since the 1980s, as our argument  
suggests it should have. In 1974, there was no statistically significant difference 
between liberals and conservatives in their level of trust in science. In the 2000s, 
the gap between liberal and conservative trust in science had reached 14.1 percent-
age points, according to General Social Survey data captured in Figure 1. (Mod-
erates began with the lowest levels, ending the period with levels comparable to 
conservatives, a finding for which we have no ready explanation.) By the 2010s,  
conservatives’ trust in science had steadily declined, while liberals’ trust remained 
roughly constant. The most recent data, for 2021, suggest a further dramatic in-
crease in the partisan divide, with the gap widening to 33.6 percentage points. The 
data collection methodology changed in this plague year, and it represents one 
year, not a decadal average, so the result is not directly comparable to the older 
data. But the 2021 result is similar to the dramatic drop in the Republican belief 
that science was generally good for society, which Pew Research Center found in 
their polls the same year.80 

This pattern, Gauchat notes, is long-term rather than abrupt, and cannot be 
pinned on who held the White House at any interval during this period. It is also 
distinctive in comparison to trust in other secular institutions. He finds that “the 
politicization patterns observed for science are unique and do not reflect a parallel 
decline across institutions.”81 

Gauchat calls this divergence of trust in science “a breakdown of this postwar 
consensus [about science] along sociopolitical lines.”82 He interprets this break-
down in ideological terms: conservatives turned against science while liberals 
did not. Gauchat concludes that the source of this divergence is “empirically un-
derdetermined,” but that “conservatives’ distrust is [likely] attributable to the . . . 
increased connection between scientific knowledge and regulatory regimes in the 
United States, the latter of which conservatives generally oppose.”83 A 2021 study 
by sociologist John J. Lee expanding on Gauchat’s work examines the matter in 
terms of party affiliation, finding that Republican trust in science has decreased, 
and Democratic trust has increased. Lee attributes this to elite messaging such as 
the anti-government propaganda campaign we have summarized here.84 

The General Social Survey asks respondents about their level of confidence in 
major American institutions, including science. Examining the survey data, we 
see that there is both a major ideological shift and a partisan change of attitudes 
toward science since the 1970s, and that the substantive changes have mostly oc-
curred since the 1990s. In the 1970s, there was little difference in the response be-
tween liberals and conservatives: on average, 45 percent of all respondents had 
a great deal of confidence in science; the figure for liberals was 47 percent and 
for conservatives it was 45 percent. To the extent that there was a partisan divide 
at that time, Republicans expressed more confidence in the scientific communi-
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ty than Democrats did. This began to change, however, in the 1990s. In 1995, 48 
percent of liberal respondents expressed a great deal of confidence in science ver-
sus only 40 percent of conservatives. Figure 1 shows that this ideological shift was 
followed by a partisan shift: between 2000 and 2008, Republicans became less  
likely to trust science than Democrats. Figure 1 also shows that the shift in Re-
publicans’ attitudes away from trusting science precedes a shift toward trusting 
science among Democrats. The decreasing Republican confidence in the scien-
tific community begins in the 1990s, but increasing Democratic confidence does 
not get underway until the 2010s, with a dramatic increase after the election of 
Donald Trump. This suggests that Democrats reacted to President Trump’s anti- 
science positions by further embracing science. 

Sociologists Timothy L. O’Brien and Shiri Noy argue that the partisan divide 
over science can be traced to the partisan divide in religious identity that has 
grown in parallel.85 As the Republican Party has become identified with conser-
vative religiosity–in particular, evangelical Protestantism–religious and polit-
ical skepticism of science have become mutually constitutive and self-reinforc-
ing. Meanwhile, individuals who are comfortable with secularism, and thus sec-
ular science, concentrate in the Democratic Party.86 The process of party-sorting 
along religious lines has helped turned an ideological divide over science into a 
partisan one. 

We agree but underscore that the alignment of conservative Protestant reli-
gious identity with free-market political ideology is no coincidence. The busi-
ness leaders and intellectuals we have discussed here worked to create this align-

Figure 1
Level of Confidence in Science by Political Party, 1974–2021

Source: The General Social Survey, the latest conducted from December 1, 2020–May 3, 2021. 
Auditors asked, “I am going to name some institutions in this country. As far as the people 
running these institutions are concerned, would you say you have a great deal of confidence, 
only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all in them?” Figure by Alexander Kaurov.
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ment. From the 1940s to the 1990s, they worked to embed free-market economic 
thought into the curricula of Protestant seminaries, and placed it in the hands of 
individual ministers and lay readers, so that market fundamentalism became part 
of the identity of American religious fundamentalism. The rise of market funda-
mentalism in America is directly tied to the rise of conservative religion to po-
litical power in the late twentieth century, and vice versa.87 The timing of the  
observed changes in public opinion are consistent with this interpretation.

Because regulatory regimes are located in secular government–and, in the 
United States, typically in the federal government–conservatives encour-
aged by dominant ideologies of the past half-century express broad ani-

mus toward “the government,” and not just toward specific regulatory regimes 
or policy instruments. Yet this does not necessarily imply animus toward science.  
After all, it is logically possible to accept scientific claims–for example, about the 
threat of climate change or the efficacy of masking–and still believe that the gov-
ernment should not do anything about it. And it is logically possible to accept the 
reality of problems identified by scientists, and accept market-based mechanisms 
to address them, as President George H.W. Bush did with acid rain. Thus, conser-
vative distrust of science requires additional explanation, and we find that expla-
nation in the efforts of American business leaders to turn Americans against gov-
ernment regulations, efforts that met success in the Reagan administration and 
have informed conservative thinking since. In short, contemporary conservative 
distrust of science is not really about science. It is collateral damage, a spillover 
effect of distrust in government. Therefore, to rebuild trust in science, we cannot 
simply defend science as an enterprise or demonstrate the integrity of scientists. 
We must address–and counter–prevailing conservative narratives of a govern-
ment that smothers prosperity and threatens the liberties of its people, when it is 
in fact working to sustain and equitably distribute prosperity and protect its peo-
ple from grave threats like climate change. 

authors’ note
This essay is derived from the authors’ forthcoming book, The Big Myth: How Amer-
ican Business Taught Us to Loathe the Government and Love the Free Market (New York: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023).
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Americans believe the civic information ecosystem is collapsing. Trust in journalism 
has declined in the past generation, and news media now draw polarized audiences. 
Public confidence in social media as a news and information source has never been 
strong, and people today say social media firms cannot be trusted to be objective 
or impartial information curators of political discourse or stewards of their users’ 
personal data. This adds up to public despair about disinformation and misinfor-
mation that impinges on the way expert knowledge is evaluated and deeply affects 
public life. A reckoning for both the news media and social media is at hand: For 
journalists, the existential challenge centers on the viability of their underlying busi-
ness model. For social media firms, “techlash” might force them to change their 
structures and practices. Under the circumstances, networked individuals will deter-
mine the contours of trust in media. 

It was supposed to turn out so well. John Perry Barlow’s 1996 “Declaration of 
the Independence of Cyberspace” proclaimed: 

We are creating a world that all may enter without privilege or prejudice accorded 
by race, economic power, military force, or station of birth. We are creating a world 
where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no matter how singular, 
without fear of being coerced into silence or conformity. . . . In our world, whatever 
the human mind may create can be reproduced and distributed infinitely at no cost. 
The global conveyance of thought no longer requires your factories to accomplish. . . .  
We will create a civilization of the Mind in Cyberspace. May it be more humane and 
fair than the world your governments have made before.1

A quarter-century hence, those dreams have foundered, and many believe the 
civic information ecosystem is collapsing. In truth, Barlow’s vision was about half 
right. Just as his words implied, many of the tribunes of traditional civic informa-
tion were upended by the internet. Essential news nodes, especially local newspa-
pers, were pummeled by digital competition and distractions.2 Daily newspaper 
circulation fell from a high of about sixty million in the 1980s to twenty-eight mil-
lion in 2018, and the circulation of the nation’s top twenty-five newspapers has fall-
en 20 percent during the COVID-19 pandemic.3 Starting at the turn of the twenty-
first century, the economics of newspapers changed dramatically as consumer be-
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haviors shifted from print to online, as did the retail and classified advertising that 
was the major source of revenue for newspapers. Ad revenue for print newspapers 
declined from a high of $49.4 billion in 2005 to $18.3 billion in 2016. Between 2004 
and 2019, almost 1,800 newspapers closed.4 That made about two hundred coun-
ties in the country “news deserts” with no newspaper at all, and about half the 
country’s 3,143 counties had a single newspaper, often a small weekly that bare-
ly, if at all, covered local civic life like meetings of the local government, school 
board, or zoning board. The number of employed journalists dropped 26 percent 
between 2008 and 2020, a loss of about thirty thousand jobs.5 This hollowing out 
of newsrooms is alarming and particularly important because newspaper cover-
age is often the essential nutrient feeding other parts of the news ecology.6 

At the same time, the other half of Barlow’s prediction about the “civilization 
of the mind” has hardly been realized. Rather than becoming “more humane and 
fair,” cyberspaces have turned out to be republics of rage, rife with mis- and dis
information and dominated by info-warriors tearing into those who have competing 
ideas. As social media and other online forums came to prominence, many people 
began to think much worse of each other and the institutions designed to serve the 
collective good.7 Gallup pollsters have documented how one of the institutions that 
suffered a great loss of confidence is journalism: The share of Americans who said 
they had a great deal or a lot of confidence in newspapers fell from 51 percent in 1979 
to 20 percent in 2021. It was much the same for television news, dropping from 46 
percent in 1993 to 16 percent in 2021.8 A related problem is that the news audience 
has polarized in ways that make it difficult for the public to assess one central cluster 
of organizations and norms in the news world that embodies the field as a whole.9 

Meanwhile, the main digital spaces that have arisen alongside traditional jour-
nalism have hardly been the kind of inspirational substitutes Barlow imagined. In 
particular, public trust in social media as a news and information source has nev-
er been strong. In 2020, only 4 percent of Americans trusted the information in so-
cial media “a lot” and another 22 percent trusted the sites “some,” figures that have  
worsened a bit since 2016.10 Even as people find pockets of the social mediasphere 
they trust, they are generally not confident in the overall performance of the firms 
that run these platforms. Some 73 percent of U.S. adults say social media firms cannot 
be trusted to be objective or impartial information curators of political discourse.11 

Indeed, public distress at the “surveillance capitalism” practiced by social  
media platforms and other giant tech firms has created a striking kind of anomie:  
Majorities of Americans are concerned, confused, and feeling out of control about 
how they are tracked, ranked, and rated by corporations and governments.12 They 
feel powerless to take back control of their personal information and fundamen-
tal identities. 

This sense of loss of personal agency ties to people’s judgments about public 
life. Many believe that social media has worsened the information environment 
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and overall cultural climate: 64 percent of American adults say social media has a 
mostly negative effect on the way things are going in the country.13 They are un-
happy about the impact of disinformation and misinformation, fearful about the 
proliferation of conspiracy theories, and anguished about the toll of information 
wars.14 They believe trust in government and interpersonal trust suffer in this en-
vironment.15 Alarmingly, 73 percent of Americans now believe that political par-
tisans do not operate in a shared reality, and a similar proportion of adults believe 
the party partisans do not occupy a shared moral universe.16 The endpoint of this 
catalog of woe is that citizens’ gloom extends into the coming decades: they fore-
see further decline in the United States’ role in the world, along with growing in-
equality, polarization, and strife.17 

Figure 1
Wider Partisan Gaps Emerge in Trust of National and  
Local News Organizations, Social Media, 2016–2021

In 2016, trust of information from social media was only asked of and based on internet-using 
U.S. adults. Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted from June 14 to June 27, 2021, published in 
Jeffrey Gottfried and Jacob Liedke, “Partisan Divides in Media Trust Widen, Driven by a Decline  
among Republicans,” Pew Research Center, August 30, 2021, https://www.pewresearch.org/ 
fact-tank/2021/08/30/partisan-divides-in-media-trust-widen-driven-by-a-decline-among 
-republicans/.
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Beneath this overall troubling story, though, a more mixed and somewhat 
hopeful story about public trust in news media is evident. Trust in media 
and information sources is not entirely vanishing. Rather, it is becoming 

distributed, networked, and dynamic.18 Trust appears to be less a kind of proper-
ty that people attribute to individuals, organizations, or systems and more a kind 
of conditional and context-specific social transaction that is applied in particu-
lar circumstances and for particular purposes to particular subparts of systems. 
In the industrial era of big, analog media in radio, TV, and newspapers, trust was 
easy to see as a thumbs up/thumbs down verdict on whole segments of the media 
industry. In the digital era, trust is better understood as fractal and contingent. 

For instance, there is evidence that the broad distrusting judgments people 
apply to major institutions and groups do not represent their full answer about 
their trust in the individual components of those groups. The same people who 
say they do not have confidence in the news media in general can also cite news 
operations they trust, which is often tied to the partisan composition of news or-
ganizations’ audiences. Republicans and conservatives particularly gravitate to 
Fox News, while Democrats and liberals say they trust multiple sources such as 
CNN, The New York Times, PBS, NPR, and NBC News.19 Partisans’ distrust decisions 
closely mirror their trust judgments: they distrust the news sources that are more 
trusted by those in the opposite party. 

A similar polarized sorting process occurs when people are asked about trust 
in key institutions. In the past generation, Democrats have increasingly come to 
trust journalism, higher education, and science more than Republicans. At the 
same time, Republicans have come to trust the military, religion, and the police 
more than Democrats.20 Only a few institutions, such as medicine and perhaps 
television (but not TV news) and the law, remain relatively apolitical, and parti-
sans share an equal disdain for elected officials.21

When it comes to individual parts of government, Americans also have diverse 
and discriminating views that do not match their scorn toward the “federal gov-
ernment” as a whole. For example, a survey by Pew Research Center in 2020 seek-
ing public opinion about ten different federal agencies in the final year of the Don-
ald Trump presidency showed that all but one of those agencies enjoyed strong 
public support, the exception being U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 
on which there was a split public verdict (45 percent unfavorable versus 46 percent 
favorable).22 Among the agencies viewed in a positive light, the support ranged 
from 91 percent for the Postal Service to 60 percent for the Justice Department. 
About two-thirds viewed Veterans Affairs and the IRS favorably (both 65 percent). 
Slightly more held favorable views of the Federal Reserve (69 percent) and the De-
partment of Homeland Security (71 percent). 

As the COVID-19 pandemic enveloped the world, an analogous process of eval-
uation and trust allocation by Americans applied to different parts of the public 
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health system. The vast majority said their local hospitals were doing an excel-
lent or good job responding to the coronavirus outbreak. Smaller, but significant 
majorities said the same about public health officials, such as those at the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. Local officials received the next most favor-
able public reaction. State and federal elected officials fared the worst.23 Of course, 
this follows the long-standing finding on the “trust gap” showing that those who 
have dim views of systems–such as Congress, the school system, or the health care 
system–are also usually quite happy with their community’s member of Con-

Figure 2
Ideology Adds Another Layer to Party-Line Divides of the Most Trusted 
and Distrusted News Sources

Order of outlets does not necessarily indicate statistically significant differences. Source: Survey 
of U.S. adults conducted from October 29 to November 11, 2019, published in Mark Jurkowitz, 
Amy Mitchell, Elisa Shearer, and Mason Walker, “U.S. Media Polarization and the 2020 
Election: A Nation Divided,” Pew Research Center, January 24, 2020, https://www.pewresearch 
.org/journalism/2020/01/24/u-s-media-polarization-and-the-2020-election-a-nation-divided/.
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gress, their local teachers, and their own doctors.24 Studies of trust in news media 
show a similar trust tilt toward local fare, rather than regional, national, or inter-
national media.25 

In these circumstances, trust in media and information is best viewed as a con-
tinuum with multiple levels, rather than a binary of trust or distrust. The con-
tinuum became multidimensional once people’s social networks and social 

media became embedded in their media spaces. This adds another set of factors 
for news consumers to consider as they decide where to invest their attention and 
make calculations about what information to trust. Social media users are quite 

Figure 3
Sizable Partisan Divisions in Public Confidence in Leaders and 
Institutions

Respondents who gave other answers or no answer are not shown. Source: Survey conducted 
from November 27 to December 10, 2018, published in Lee Rainie, Scott Keeter, and Andrew 
Perrin, “Trust and Distrust in America,” Pew Research Center, July 22, 2019, https://www 
.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/how-americans-see-problems-of-trust/.
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clear about their unhappiness with the overall quality of information and tone 
of discourse on social media. But they have not fled from the spaces–indeed, the 
share of those who use such spaces has grown–because they find clear social and 
civic value in the things they see and the ways that can participate on these plat-
forms.26 For example, 45 percent of U.S. adults say social media platforms are very 
or somewhat important to them personally in finding other people who share 
their views about key issues; 44 percent say the platforms are important for get-
ting them involved with political and social issues; and 40 percent say they are im-
portant in giving them a venue to express their political opinions. Black adults and 
Hispanic adults are especially likely to say each of those things. Young adults aged 
eighteen to twenty-nine are also more likely than older Americans to say those 
traits of social media are important to them.27 

The new character of information in digital social spaces makes these dispa-
rate and paradoxical views possible. Studies by media theorist danah boyd and 
Pew Research Center show there are eight aspects of digital information linked 
via the internet that have created a different kind of mediascape and, therefore, a 
different kind of milieu in which to consider trust. In other words, there are eight 
ways in which digital media are qualitatively or quantitatively different from pre-
vious kinds of analog media.28 

First, the shift of media from atoms to bits has allowed digital media to become 
pervasive. All forms of media–text, audio, pictorial, video–now are conveyed in a 
digital format, making it possible for digital devices to be displays and amplifiers 
of information. Many analog media devices from radios to TVs to telephones to re-
cord players have been reimagined to embrace the multiplexity of digital formats. 
Moreover, smartphones themselves, which are owned by 85 percent of American 
adults, have become all-purpose media devices.29 It is difficult to escape media 
now, especially for the 31 percent of Americans who say they are online “almost 
constantly.”30

Second, digital media are portable. The rise of mobile connectivity has allowed 
media to move around with humans and decouples media experiences from the 
place-based media gadgetry that delivered news in the analog era. It also means 
that people think of their smartphones as a body appendage, an adjunct of their 
brain or, indeed, another limb.31 This allows media to be consumed on-the-fly as 
people are moving around the world. 

Third, digital media and communication are persistent and visible. Online expres-
sions, boyd notes, are automatically recorded and archived. What one says sticks 
around, unlike the more evanescent communication and information sharing 
that takes place in nondigital environments.32 Even ephemera often remain on the 
record, publicly visible for wide audiences. That reality overturns the common ex-
perience of the analog era when it took considerable effort and expense to publish 
media and gain an audience for it. This condition of persistence and visibility also 
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puts on display the wide range of human activities–including civically related ac-
tivities and opinions–that in yesteryear were largely invisible. 

Fourth, digital media are personal and customizable. Essential parts of people’s dig-
ital information flows are personally curated and shaped by algorithmic curation 
systems. Both the technological and social filters that people use to customize the 
information flows into their lives are often necessitated by the volume and va-
riety of information coursing around them. They filter email traffic. They make 
friending and unfriending decisions based on the relevance and appeal of the me-
dia and messaging others create. They subscribe to various types of content, craft-
ing “playlists” of music, news, social encounters, and a host of other kinds of me-
dia content. Moreover, many function within algorithm-mediated environments 
in which media recommendations are offered (“here are other books that people 
who purchased this book purchased”), and profiles of them are created based on 
their purchases, clicks, shares, comments, or likes to craft the flow of new content 
in their “feeds.” This inevitably leads to situations in which people who share the 
same physical worlds–neighborhoods, apartment complexes, work cubicles–do 
not share the same information and media spheres. 

Figure 4
Black and Hispanic Social Media Users More Likely than White Users to 
Say Social Media Is Important to Them for Engaging in Certain Political 
Activities

White and Black adults include those who report only one race and are not Hispanic. Hispanics 
are of any race. Those who did not give an answer or who gave other responses are not 
shown. Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted from June 16 to June 22, 2020, published in 
Brooke Auxier, “Activism on Social Media Varies by Race and Ethnicity, Age, Political Party,” 
Pew Research Center, July 13, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/13/
activism-on-social-media-varies-by-race-and-ethnicity-age-political-party/.
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Fifth, digital media are participatory: they allow everyday users to be content creators and 
activists in realms that matter to them. Arguably, the greatest impact of the rise of dig-
ital, connected media is that it has enabled many users to become media-makers  
themselves as they use low-cost tools to tell their stories and display their expe-
riences to the world. Through social media, there are powerful new ways for citi-
zens to draw an audience to their ideas and creations. This social production has 
disrupted every form of civic activity, knowledge-generating endeavor, and cre-
ative pursuit from scholarly work to music and film-making to software devel-
opment.33 In turn, the democratization of media production has challenged the 
structures of expertise, media gatekeeping, and legal regulation of media that 
dominated the industrial era of media. Of course, it has also given purveyors of 
misinformation, fraud, and menace new tools to torment and trick others. 

Sixth, digital media are replicable. Digital bits are easy to duplicate. “Copies are 
inherent to these systems,” boyd notes. 

In a world of bits, there is no way to differentiate the original bit from its duplicate. 
And, because bits can be easily modified, content can be transformed in ways that 
make it hard to tell which is the source and which is the alteration. The replicable na-
ture of content . . . means that what is replicated may be altered in ways that people do 
not easily realize.34 

Mash-ups and outright theft of digital content are commonplace in the digital era. 
People’s private one-to-one messages can be cut and pasted and thrust into the 
digital public square. An emerging concern is the rise of manipulated copies or 
creations of falsified information–deepfakes and cheapfakes–that give a mistak-
en appearance of real human activity. 

Seventh, digital media are spreadable and scalable. A great deal of digital media 
creation, particularly in social media, is done for the purpose of sharing content 
and allowing it to be shared by others. Many websites and apps have one-click 
buttons for sharing that vastly expand the universe of potential consumers of in-
formation. Virality is an essential engagement metric for digital media and the ad-
vertisements it attracts. Of course, the same spreading process that enables mean-
ingful and joyful content to find an audience is used by trolls and other malefac-
tors to attack or shame content creators. 

Eighth, digital media are searchable. The explosion of digital media would be 
largely unnavigable without powerful search tools that allow users to find the 
content they want–and remember it when they have forgotten it. Search enables 
long-ago episodes to be unearthed. Search permits people to outsource their mem-
ories to digital storage, retrievable almost instantaneously in a few commands. 
It also means that creators and users of digital content leave a record–a search-
able, findable record that others can examine and exploit and perhaps even in- 
vade. 
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Taken as a whole, digital information reconfigures the media terrain and 
scrambles the way people think about and meet their information needs. The digi-
tal media ecosystem captures and exploits vastly more visible evidence about peo-
ple’s political and social engagement, their social networks, the subjects around 
which they cluster, their institutional affiliations, their allegiances, alliances, af-
firmations, enemies, arguments, and do-it-yourself initiatives. Further, this eco-
system allows tech firms to inject all this insight into the social media threads 
of others. This creates new context for people’s considerations about what and 
whom to trust. 

These sweeping developments in information structure have changed the 
character of media spaces, changed the way citizens use them, changed 
the nature and forms of civic participation, and changed the way people 

make judgments about trust and distrust in information and those who share it. 
It is a mediasphere in which every assertion can be liked, shared, commented 
upon, up-voted or down-voted, linked to, scraped for a database, de-contextual-
ized as a singular tidbit or factoid, and re-contextualized by links to other asser-
tions. Perhaps most consequentially, the “digital exhaust” that people create adds 
to the growing pile of data from all sources, thus forcing people to rely on new 
tools, organizations, and learning arrangements to help them navigate the digital 
mediasphere.

Moreover, these changes in the makeup and role of information have arisen 
at the same time that key social structures like families, groups, communities, or-
ganizations, and national relationships are also in transition. To the degree that 
every decision a person makes about who or what to trust is a social calculation, 
there is deep intersection between changes in information and changes in social 
arrangements. Especially in the age of social media, the members of users’ per-
sonal and professional networks are key conduits to civic information and serve 
as key commentators on that information. In effect, citizens’ efforts at assessing 
whether content can be trusted are now networking activities performed by net-
worked individuals. Networked individuals live in a “social operating system” 
that could be called networked individualism.35 In that system, people function 
more as connected individuals and less as embedded group members. 

 Networked individuals are also more in charge of the process of acquiring and 
evaluating information than their forebearers. When Pew Research Center asked 
Americans where they turn for information and advice when they have major de-
cisions to make, they gave a very networked individual kind of answer: 81 percent 
said they relied a lot on their own research; 43 percent said they relied a lot on 
family and friends; and 31 percent said they relied a lot on professional experts.36 
Other evidence suggests that networked individuals meet their civic, social, emo-
tional, and economic needs by tapping into loosely knit networks of diverse as-
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sociates rather than relying on tight connections to a relatively small number of 
core associates. When they have problems to solve, decisions to make, or ques-
tions that need answers, people usually turn to the relevant parts of their network 
for assistance. They do not have one surefire anchor community to help them with 
all the issues that arise in their lives. Instead, they rely on many specialized rela-
tionships–and on information they find online–to meet their needs. 

The most successful networked individuals have diverse networks–and di-
verse media needs–that require allocations of trust that are targeted and transac-
tional. They have partial membership in multiple networks and rely less on per-
manent memberships in settled groups. Social media plays a special role for net-
worked individuals because it is a creative and participatory medium. Network 
connections can ripen in important ways as social media offers so many options 
for interaction and information sharing. In addition, social media allows people 
to tell their stories, draw an audience, and gain assistance when they are in need. 

All told, the social realities of networked individuals and their information 
needs create a new setting for considering what civic news and informa-
tion to trust. Can trust in media be restored? A major reason to hope so is 

that humans have gone through challenges like this after information revolutions 
in the past and found ways to mitigate the harmful impacts created by disorient-
ing upsurges in information and data. Yes, the rise of the printing press gave new 
life to those who practiced and promoted folklore, quackery, witchcraft, and al-
chemy by allowing them to propagate their crackpot theories cheaply and widely. 
But it also created the conditions that eventually gave rise to the Enlightenment 
and Scientific Revolution. Historian Elizabeth Eisenstein has argued that large-
scale changes in the creation, collection, and preservation of data and then the 
standardization and dissemination of information “brought about the most rad-
ical transformation in the condition of intellectual life in the history of Western 
civilization. . . . Its effects were sooner or later felt in every department of human 
life.” 37 Analysis by Jennifer Kavanagh and her team at RAND documents a simi-
lar dynamic in American journalism of “truth decay” abuse followed by reform 
that revives trust in media and government in several eras: The yellow journalism 
of the late nineteenth century begat the practices and norms of objectivity and 
muckraking in the ensuing generation. The “jazz journalism” and tabloid sensi-
bilities of the 1920s begat the increasing effort by the government to gather and 
share statistics and was countered by the rise of scientific public opinion poll-
ing. The lying and dissembling of government officials during the Vietnam War 
and Watergate scandal begat aggressive investigative reporting and government 
transparency reforms like open-meeting laws and campaign disclosure laws. 

There are similar efforts now under consideration to ameliorate the worst im-
pacts of the explosion of digital media. In a series of nonscientific canvassings in 
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recent years seeking the insights of experts who build technology and scholars 
who study communications, Pew Research Center has cataloged a variety of initia-
tives aimed at reestablishing trust in media and comity in public life. They include 
twenty-first-century updates of time-tested strategies for trust-building: more in-
stitutional transparency; rules that limit abuse of power by those with the upper 
hand; more oversight of the distrusted and mechanisms to hold them accountable; 
construction of public alternatives to privately run organizations; and more edu-
cation to allow the disadvantaged to gain agency. Some of the key ideas include:38

Give people control of their data and more power in their interactions with major tech 
platforms. Advocates argue for a legally enforceable “internet bill of rights” giving 
users sovereignty over their data and online identities.39 The core planks would 
grant users access to and knowledge of all collection and uses of personal data by 
companies; opt-in consent to the collection of personal data by any party and to 
the sharing of personal data with a third party; secure personal data and timely 
notification when a security breach or unauthorized access of personal data is dis-
covered; and interoperability of data so that users could move all personal data 
from one network to another. Proponents believe this is the surest antidote to sur-
veillance capitalism and all the public confusions and dismay that surround it. 

Change social media algorithms to downplay anger and divisive discourse and upvote 
accuracy, diverse perspectives, and pathways to agreement. Social media algorithms are 
optimized for capturing users’ attention and measure that through metrics of en-
gagement with content. This leads to promotion of misinformation, hate speech, 
and angry and divisive content, which invariably generate the most shares, com-
ments, and likes.40 Of course, algorithms can be programmed to optimize for 
other things and reformers list a variety of examples: diversity of opinion; points 
of view different from users’ known interests; discourse that signals openness 
to constructive conversation and dialed-down anger. Users can also be offered 
“middleware” options allowing them to adjust algorithm parameters to experi-
ence the quality and tone of commentary that appeals to them.41 Artificial intel-
ligence learning systems can be designed to encourage the promotion of accurate 
and thoughtful content, and to shun or downplay misinformation from known 
sources of troublesome material. 

Embrace transparency in both formal news operations and social media. The Knight 
Commission on Trust, Media and Democracy outlined the ways in which greater 
transparency can be embraced by news organizations: 

News leaders across competitive boundaries [can] work together to develop and 
adopt common standards and best practices that promote transparency. These include: 
labeling news, opinion and fact-based commentary; best practices on corrections, 
fact-checking, anonymous sources and tracking disinformation; and avoiding adver-
tising formats that blur the line between content and commerce.42 
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On the technology side, transparency initiatives could cover several aspects of the 
work of the major platforms, starting with algorithmic forensics that would ex-
pose and reorient the hidden systems that are optimized for profit maximization. 
Another step toward transparency would be to press for algorithmic explainabil-
ity. Judith Donath, of Harvard’s Berkman-Klein Center for Internet and Society, 
puts it this way: 

The [algorithmic] process should not be a black box into which we feed data and out 
comes an answer, but a transparent process designed not just to produce a result, but 
to explain how it came up with that result. The systems should be able to produce 
clear, legible text and graphics that help the users–readers, editors, doctors, patients, 
loan applicants, voters, etc.–understand how the decision was made. The systems 
should be interactive, so that people can examine how changing data, assumptions, 
rules would change outcomes. The algorithm should not be the new authority; the 
goal should be to help people question authority.43

A connected issue involves diversifying the pool of those who design algo-
rithms and using data sets to train machine-learning systems that reflect diverse 
populations.44 Nearly all the scores of ethics frameworks that have been proposed 
for AI initiatives call for increased diversity among the code writers and more 
substantial analysis of potential disparate impacts of algorithmic applications as 
they are making predictions. As algorithms and artificial intelligence spread, an 
increasingly common reform proposal is for the federal government to create an 
“FDA for algorithms,” applying the same regulatory framework for the approval 
of algorithms that is now required for drug approval.45 

Revive journalism and create public spaces like public broadcasting spaces in TV and radio.  
Good journalism is the beating heart of civic life. Many advocates believe the 
best way to restore trust in civic life is to beat back the efforts of malevolent info-
warriors by pumping much more accurate information into the media ecosystem. 
Advocates acknowledge the problem with online news is structural: there are too 
few gatekeepers, and the ad-based business model does not sustain quality jour-
nalism. So proponents focus on nonprofit and even subsidized systems of jour-
nalism. The Knight Trust Commission was particularly encouraging of nonprofit 
models such as community news organizations, public benefit corporations, and 
news organizations funded by venture philanthropy, a kind of grant-making that 
is specifically designed to address market failures. Some reformers specifically call 
for the creation of a “PBS for the internet” that would intentionally operate on dif-
ferent news standards with a different sense of the broad audience to be served. 
Of course, there are also ways that networked individuals and groups can band 
together to create news operations that cover relatively wide-ranging subjects like 
the investigative work of ProPublica, the Texas Tribune, and the Intercept, or that 
cover niche subjects in blogs and newsletters. 
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Create new educational programs for digital and civic literacy. Historically, education 
programs have been the places where cultures invest in long-term improvements 
in civic life, and the bedrock of education efforts has always been literacy. Many 
have called for adding dedicated courses on “cyberliteracy” to the formal educa-
tion.46 Perhaps one-third of American adults do not have basic “digital readiness” 
and an even larger share reports they struggle to find the information they want on-
line.47 Of course, this ties strongly to the struggles people have with civic literacy. 

Just as some of the biggest problems of the Industrial Age eventually were mit-
igated by civic and social innovation such as labor organizations and labor laws, 
product safety rules, health and environmental regulations, and community-
based social associations, many futurists expect the same kind of response to the 
problems that have spawned techlash. Beyond the general ideas listed above, fu-
turists predict such information-era innovations as citizen engagement in partic-
ipatory rule-making and budgeting, particularly at the local level; crowd-sourced 
and crowd-funded collective civic actions, especially in cases of natural disasters;  
smart agents that extend people’s civic activities; hybrid and self-directed learn-
ing that mixes in-person and digital programming; citizen-science and do-it-
yourself local problem-solving; and peer-to-peer health care that complements 
institutional health care.

It is not entirely clear if any of those kinds of efforts will rebuild public trust 
in democracy, democratic institutions, or news media. What they do illustrate is 
how the traits and appeal of digital media to networked individuals might be recast 
to meet their needs. Digital media, notably social media, puts new tools in their 
hands to find, share, and create information. This is a social and information envi-
ronment well understood by nineteenth-century German sociologist Georg Sim-
mel, who initially formulated the ideas that now underlie social network analysis. 
Looking at the industrialization and urbanization reshaping his culture, Simmel 
argued that social life–especially in cities–was a fluid form of networks in which 
people make ongoing calculations about obligations and benefits.48 He wrote: 
“The deepest problems of modern life flow from the attempt of the individual to 
maintain the independence and individuality of his existence against the sovereign 
powers of society, against the weight of the historical heritage and the external cul-
ture and technique of life.” In the march from primitive life to village life to indus-
trial, bureaucratic, urbanized life, he argued that “the same fundamental motive 
was at work, namely the resistance of the individual to being levelled, swallowed 
up in the social-technological mechanism.”49 Simmel recognized that the move 
from villages to cities meant that people were no longer totally enmeshed in one 
all-encompassing community. Instead, they could maneuver more freely through 
their partial social attachment in a variety of social circles. He understood that this 
existence is both anxiety-producing and liberating, and that the nature of this net-
worked world increases the stakes as people make trust decisions.50 
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A mericans have their own ideas about how to restore trust in each other, if 
not trust in media. First, they see community activity as restorative. Some 
believe their neighborhoods and local civic groups such as churches, li-

braries, and schools are key places where interpersonal trust can be rebuilt as peo-
ple work side by side on local projects.51 A sizeable share of Americans also says 
the news and information ecosystem could be changed in several ways to serve the 
common good. They urge their fellow citizens to have a more balanced news diet 
that focuses less on insult-ridden talk shows. They want fewer sensationalist sto-
ries about conflict and more on the ways people cooperate, persevere, and achieve. 

A majority also see the need for major reform in democratic processes.52 Asked 
to name the biggest problem with government today, many cite Congress, poli-
tics, or a sense of corruption or undue outside influence, and they back changes to 
mute the effects of money and special interests.53 Of course, once specific ideas to 
restructure the government are on the table, people’s partisan preferences kick in. 
But their clear emotional yearning is for a better-performing, less money-saturated,  
and more accountable government. 

Many recognize that the climb back to a better-functioning, more trusting so-
ciety will be a long one. It would start with changes in the media ecosystem and 
with acts of kindness and cooperation among individuals. In short, Americans 
seem to know that the path to rebuilding begins with them and the information 
they produce and consume.
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What Does “Trust in the Media” Mean?

Michael Schudson

Is public trust in the news media in decline? So polls seem to indicate. But the decline 
goes back to the early 1970s, and it may be that “trust” in the media at that point was 
too high for the good of a journalism trying to serve democracy. And “the media” is 
a very recent (1970s) notion popularized by some because it sounded more abstract 
and distant than a familiar term like “the press.” It may even be that people an-
swering a pollster are not trying to report accurately their level of trust but are act-
ing politically to align themselves with their favored party’s perceived critique of the 
media. This essay tries to reach a deeper understanding of what gives rise to faith or 
skepticism in various cultural authorities, including journalism.

In F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 1920 novel This Side of Paradise, the main character, 
Amory, harangues his friend and fellow Princeton graduate Tom, a writer for 
a public affairs weekly:

“People try so hard to believe in leaders now, pitifully hard. But we no sooner get a pop-
ular reformer or politician or soldier or writer or philosopher . . . than the cross-currents 
of criticism wash him away. . . . People get sick of hearing the same name over and over.”

“Then you blame it on the press?”

“Absolutely. Look at you, you’re on The New Democracy, considered the most brilliant 
weekly in the country. . . . What’s your business? Why, to be as clever, as interesting 
and as brilliantly cynical as possible about every man, doctrine, book or policy that is 
assigned you to deal with.”1

People have “blamed it on the press” for a long time. They have felt grave 
doubts about the press long before social media, at times when politics was polar-
ized and times when it was not, and even before the broad disillusionment with 
established institutional authority that blossomed in the 1960s and 1970s, when 
young people were urged not to trust anybody “over thirty.” This is worth keeping 
in mind as I, in a skeptical mood myself, try to think through contemporary anx-
iety about declining trust, particularly declining trust in what we have come to 
call–in recent decades–“the media.”

As measured trust in most American institutions has sharply declined over the 
last fifty years, leading news institutions have undergone a dramatic transforma-
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tion, the reverberations of which have yet to be fully acknowledged, even by jour-
nalists themselves. Dissatisfaction with journalism grew in the 1960s. What jour-
nalists upheld as “objectivity” came to be criticized as what would later be called 
“he said, she said” journalism, “false balance” journalism, or “bothsidesism” in 
sharp, even derisive, and ultimately potent critiques. As multiple scholars have 
documented, news since the 1960s has become deeper, more analytical or contex-
tual, less fully focused on what happened in the past twenty-four hours, more in-
vestigative, and more likely to take “holding government accountable” or “speak-
ing truth to power” as an essential goal. In a sense, journalists not only continued 
to be fact-centered but also guided by a more explicit avowal of the public service 
function of upholding democracy itself.

One could go further to say that journalism in the past fifty years did not con-
tinue to seek evidence to back up assertions in news stories but began to seek evi-
dence, and to show it, for the first time. Twenty-three years ago, when journalist 
and media critic Carl Sessions Stepp compared ten metropolitan daily newspa-
pers from 1962 to 1963 with the same papers from 1998 to 1999, he found the 1963 
papers “naively trusting of government, shamelessly boosterish, unembarrassed-
ly hokey and obliging,” and was himself particularly surprised to find stories “of-
ten not attributed at all, simply passing along an unquestioned, quasi-official 
sense of things.”2 In the “bothsidesism” style of news that dominated newspapers 
in 1963, quoting one party to a dispute or an electoral contest and then quoting 
the other was the whole of the reporter’s obligation. Going behind or beyond the 
statements of the quoted persons, invariably elite figures, was not required. It was 
particularly in the work of investigative reporters in the late 1960s and the 1970s 
that journalists became detectives seeking documentable evidence to paint a pic-
ture of the current events they were covering. Later, as digital tools for reporters 
emerged, the capacity to document and to investigate became greater than ever, 
and a reporter did not require the extravagant resources of a New York Times news-
room to be able to write authoritative stories.

I will elaborate on the importance of this 1960s/1970s transformation in what 
follows, not to deny the importance of the more recent digital transformation, but 
to put into perspective that latter change from a top-down “media-to-the-masses”  
communication model to a “networked public sphere” with more horizontal 
lines of communication, more individual and self-appointed sources of news, 
genuine or fake, and more unedited news content abounding from all corners. 
Journalism has changed substantially at least twice in fifty years, and the tech-
nological change of the early 2000s should not eclipse the political and cultural 
change of the 1970s in comprehending journalism today. (Arguably, there was a 
third, largely independent political change: the repeal of the “fairness doctrine” 
by the Federal Communication Commission in 1987, the action that opened the 
way to right-wing talk radio, notably Rush Limbaugh’s syndicated show, and 
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later, in cable television, to Fox News.) Facebook became publicly accessible in 
2006; Twitter was born the same year; YouTube in 2005. Declining trust in ma-
jor institutions, as measured by surveys, was already apparent three decades 
earlier–not only before Facebook was launched but before Mark Zuckerberg was  
born.

At stake here is what it means to ask people how much they “trust” or “have 
confidence in” “the media.” What do we learn from opinion polls about what 
respondents mean? In what follows, I raise some doubts about whether current 
anxiety concerning the apparently growing distrust of the media today is really 
merited.

Did people ever trust the media? People often recall–or think they recall–
that longtime CBS News television anchor Walter Cronkite was in his day 
“the most trusted man in America.” If you Google that phrase (as I did on 

October 11, 2021, and again on January 16, 2022) you immediately come up with 
Walter Cronkite. Why? Because a public opinion poll in 1972 asked respondents 
which of the leading political figures of the day they trusted most. Cronkite’s name 
was thrown in as a kind of standard of comparison: how do any and all of the pol-
iticians compare to some well-known and well-regarded nonpolitical figure? Sev-
enty-three percent of those polled placed Cronkite as the person on the list they 
most trusted, ahead of a general construct–“average senator” (67 percent)–and 
well ahead of the then most trusted politician, Senator Edmund Muskie (61 per-
cent). Chances are that any other leading news person or probably many a movie 
star or athlete would have come out as well or better than Cronkite. A 1974 poll 
found Cronkite less popular than rival TV news stars John Chancellor, Harry Rea-
soner, and Howard K. Smith.3 Cronkite was “most trusted” simply because he was 
not a politician, and we remember him as such simply because the pollsters chose 
him as their standard.

Somehow, people have wanted to believe that somewhere, just before all the 
ruckus began over civil rights and Vietnam and women’s roles and status, at some 
time just before yesterday, the media had been a pillar of central, neutral, moder-
ate, unquestioning Americanism, and Walter Cronkite was as good a symbol of 
that era as anyone.

But that is an illusion. Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson ran 
in 1952 against what he called the “one-party press,” a Republican press, that is. 
And if you looked at the corporate ownership of the country’s newspapers, their 
antagonism toward Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal, and their overwhelm-
ing editorial-page support for Republican candidates, certainly he was right. If 
you go back very much further than the 1940s, you reach a moment when “trust 
in the media” would have been an incomprehensible phrase. News outlets were 
understood to be advocates for one party or the other, not neutral truth-tellers. 
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“Reader, do you trust the newspaper you read?” 

“Well, sure, I’m comfortable with it. It’s my paper.”

“Do you trust the other guy’s paper?” 

“Of course not, why would I?”

In common parlance, there was no “news media.” There was no “mainstream 
media.” There was “the press,” a term that, Richard Nixon decided in his presi-
dential years, was too cozy and familiar. Journalists, in his estimation, were united 
against him, and he was not entirely wrong. Journalists went gaga over Jack Ken-
nedy, bowled over in the 1960 campaign and the early days of the Kennedy admin-
istration by his charm and good-looking family.

After Nixon became president, he still felt aggrieved by journalists and worked 
strategically to muddy their reputation. To refer to journalists as “the press” ced-
ed them an emotional upper hand, an aura of rectitude armed with First Amend-
ment privilege. Nixon urged his staff to use the term “the media” rather than “the 
press.” William Safire, the public relations professional who became a Nixon 
speechwriter, recalls in his memoir: “The press became ‘the media’ because the 
word had a manipulative, Madison Avenue, all-encompassing connotation, and 
the press hated it.” Nixon judged journalists to be his dedicated opponents, and 
Safire reports that Nixon declared that “the press is the enemy” at least a dozen 
times in his presence.4 

There was a moment, beginning in the late 1950s, when watching the television 
networks’ evening news shows became a settled ritual in many of America’s living 
rooms, with their cautious, measured, oh-so-sober, and soporific tone. This may 
have been the beginning of something called “the media.” Until then, Americans 
would have been hard put to identify a thing that today people comfortably rec-
ognize as “the mainstream media.” (According to Google Ngram, the term begins 
its rise to prominence at the very end of the 1970s and then shot rapidly upward.)5

The full entrance of “the media” into the American vocabulary arrived at about 
the same moment that distrust in the media intensified, but in a one-sided fash-
ion. Barry Goldwater and his supporters, in his 1964 campaign for the presidency, 
were convinced that the media, and notably the three major television news net-
works, were deeply biased against him.6 “The media” as a monolith was some-
thing of a novelty for Americans and one that, early on, Republicans found more 
threatening than did Democrats.

T he decline of measured trust in the media parallels the decline of trust in 
other leading institutions and can be traced back to the 1970s. Low trust in 
the media is not distinctively an internet problem, a Facebook problem, a 

Twitter problem, or a generalized social media problem, even if the new media ex-
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acerbate it. Yes, social media offer a microphone to individuals who want to pro-
mote any old picture of reality that suits either their politics or their crackpot senses  
of humor or both. And yes, people learn about news in increasingly networked 
ways. Still, many continue to get news directly from television even as television 
continues for the most part to take its cues from those print-and-online organiza-
tions once known as newspapers. And many others, to be sure, access news online 
and may not know if their news comes originally from newspapers or television 
or online-only news operations or friends and family who post on social media, or 
the cloaked persons or bots who serve as agents of dedicated disinformation cam-
paigns. This may well contribute to distrust of any and all assertions coming from 
unknown entities beyond one’s immediate social circles. 

The transformative role of new information technology for newspapers is un-
deniable. Digital technology essentially destroyed their longstanding advertising-
based business model, forcing a devastating loss of newsroom jobs, shuttering 
some newspapers and hollowing out many others, not to mention making nation-
al and international news outlets readily available to anyone with a laptop or mo-
bile phone, thereby further reducing people’s dependence on local, metropolitan, 
or regional daily papers. But declining trust in the media predates the internet by 
several decades.

What has been lost in the simplified print-to-broadcast-to-digital technology-
fixated tale of journalism’s history is how dramatically journalism changed in the 
decades just prior to the internet. The most significant change in American jour-
nalism between the 1950s and the rise of the internet and, after 2000, social me-
dia is the well-documented emergence of a more aggressive, more independent, 
more evidence-based, and more interpretive journalism. Besides the work of Carl 
Sessions Stepp, already mentioned, are other corroborating longitudinal studies. 
Political scientist Thomas Patterson has shown that leading news outlets grew 
more and more negative in covering both Republican and Democratic presiden-
tial candidates between the 1960s and 1990s.7 A variety of studies of negativity 
in the news in European Union countries shows comparable trends in European 
journalism at the same time.8 Sociolinguists Steven Clayman and John Heritage 
and their colleagues have closely examined the questions journalists have asked in 
presidential press conferences from 1953 to 2000. They found that the questions 
grew more assertive, even adversarial, over time, and in no year after 1968 did the 
level of assertiveness ever drop as low as the tallies reached from 1953 to 1967.9 

Journalism scholar Katherine Fink and I added to this literature with our own 
study.10 In what we call “contextual reporting,” the journalist’s work is less to re-
cord the views of key actors in political events and more to analyze and explain 
them. More than other concurrent changes, this one altered the front page in a 
way that put a premium on the story or stories behind the story. The move from 
writing down what political leaders said to contextualizing what they said and 
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did, and why, offered a new model of journalism. We looked at a sample of front 
pages in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Milwaukee Journal for 
1955, 1967, 1979, 1991, and 2003. The new model seeped into the work of journalism 
with surprisingly little fanfare. Journalists continued to defend their work as “ob-
jective” or “balanced” while, in practice, transforming what they meant by such 
terms. Fink and I found that in 1955, in The Washington Post, The New York Times, and 
The Milwaukee Journal, 85 percent of front-page stories were conventional who-
what-when-where stories, 9 percent contextual, and 6 percent “other.” Focus on 
that first figure and track it through succeeding years: in 1955, 85 percent of all 
front-page stories were conventional who-what-when-where stories; in 1967, 79 
percent; in 1979, 60 percent; in 1991, 51 percent; and by 2003, 47 percent. In 2003, 
then, about half of front-page stories were forms of contextual reporting. Contex-
tual journalism emerged as a powerful and prevalent companion to conventional 
reporting. The news media became an institution to reckon with as never before, 
and not because news organizations had political agendas of their own, although 
sometimes they did, but because they had attained a preeminent role in civil soci-
ety as a monitor of government.

This does not mean that all was well with American journalism by the 1990s, 
but it does mean that the news media have not fallen from the great days of mag-
azine muckrakers in the first decade of the twentieth century, like Ida Tarbell and 
Lincoln Steffens, or the days of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein. Casual or sim-
ply nostalgic analysts have fallen for the temptation of a “declinist” portrait of 
historical trends. But the Ida Tarbell days of muckraking lasted just a few years 
and never extended very far beyond a handful of middle-class national maga-
zines; “muckraking,” as Teddy Roosevelt derisively labeled it at the time, had lit-
tle influence on the daily press. And when Woodward and Bernstein more than 
half a century later broke open the Watergate story, it took months for any oth-
er news organization to assign reporters to the story. Investigative reporting à la 
Woodward and Bernstein certainly grew beyond The Washington Post, but it has 
never been a quantitatively significant part of any news organization’s budget or 
time on the air or space on the page, at least not until the establishment of Pro-
Publica (founded in 2007) and other substantial online news organizations that 
devote themselves primarily to investigative reporting. 

What did change, and changed in a major way, was a move from who-what-
when-where reporting to analytical “how” and “why” reporting, often focusing 
on a broader time frame than the past twenty-four hours, giving a context for the 
story at hand. 

People of an ardently conservative persuasion judge the media to be very lib-
eral; people of powerfully liberal convictions find the media to be pawns in the 
hands of conservatives. This is a familiar enough phenomenon to have acquired a 
name in academia: the “hostile media effect.”11 The common response of journal-
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ists has been that “we must be doing our job right if we have offended people both 
left and right.” But the news media will always offend partisans of the far left and 
the far right; partisan judgments of media bias are consistently unreliable. The 
lesson, for my purposes here, is that perfectly sane and intelligent, but politically 
hypersensitive, people may arrive at wildly off-base conclusions about the media. 
People think they know the media; what they do not know is how their precon-
ceptions shape what they know.

Our age, like so many others, is an age of both credulity and skepticism, 
but what may be distinctive about our time is that the skepticism is ap-
proved, encouraged, and taught. Complaints about the snarkiness of re-

porters and columnists did not begin with social media, as the opening quotation 
from Fitzgerald in 1920 indicates. The capacity of journalism to demean and de-
stroy is not a new discovery. But there is something different now: the institution-
alization of skepticism as a value. To be accepted as a grown-up, there is now a 
cultural pressure to be, like the Princeton graduates of Fitzgerald’s novel a century 
ago, knowing, critical, and skeptical, if not cynical.

What is “trust”? And what is “the media” or “the news” or “journalism” that 
people are trusting or distrusting? What do respondents in surveys think the 
question is that they are supposed to be answering? 

The question of declining trust in the news media is vexed not only because 
survey respondents may not understand what “trust” means, but also because 
“the media” is not a readily comprehensible entity. What further complicates the 
analysis of declining trust is the underlying premise that the high level of trust in 
the early 1960s we have descended from was a good thing. But trust in institutions 
is salutary for democracy only to a point. The decline in trust in most institutions 
that public polling has documented since the 1960s was a decline from what was 
arguably much too unquestioning a level of trust. This is clearly true with the fed-
eral government, the media, banking, corporate America, organized labor, and 
organized religion. Trust must be distinguished from complacency, the kind of 
complacency that accepted President Eisenhower’s lies about the U-2 spy plane, 
President Kennedy’s lies about the “missile gap,” President Johnson’s lies about 
the war in Vietnam, and President Nixon’s lies about Watergate. It required the 
cultural revolution of the 1960s and 1970s to shake that overgenerous level of def-
erence to American political institutions and reduce it to a level of “civic skepti-
cism” more fitting for a democratic society.12

Some common phrases like “blaming the messenger” or “killing the messen-
ger” go back at least to ancient Greece, when Sophocles in Antigone notes, “no one 
loves the messenger who brings bad news.” As news grew more negative and more 
critical, people had more reason to find journalism distasteful. What people do 
not like about the media is its implicit or explicit criticism of their heroes or their 
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home teams. In a two-party system like that of the United States, the president is 
either Republican or Democrat, and confidence in the president or the presiden-
cy is typically significantly higher among Republicans when there is a Republican 
president and higher among Democrats when there is a Democratic president. So 
we might amend “nobody loves the bringer of bad tidings” to add “no one loves 
to hear good news of the opposing party.” To the extent that the news flatters an 
opponent or criticizes a fellow partisan, trust measured by surveys will decline 
in ways that have little (or even nothing) to do with some deeper or abiding lev-
el of trust in the institution, only with portraits of the incumbent leaders of the 
institution. 

Today, the news media can be understood as one of a set of knowledge-
producing institutions in a “knowledge society.” When sociologist Daniel Bell 
popularized the term “post-industrial society” in the early 1970s to define our 
times, he wrote that he just as well could have named it the “knowledge society,” 
the “information society,” or the “professional society.”13 In any event, the univer-
sity, as the location for the formation of professionals in science and engineering 
and for the advancement of research generally, became, in Bell’s view, the central 
institution of the postindustrial world after World War II. And while academics, if 
they think about these matters at all, have largely abandoned the effort to locate a 
central guiding value for higher education–at least since University of California 
President Clark Kerr in 1963 dubbed universities “multiversities”–higher educa-
tion has implicitly adopted organized skepticism as a supreme principle.14 This 
is a dogma of humility, the conviction that what we know and what we profess, 
whether in physics or sociology or literary studies, will be challenged and will be 
reconstituted in a different shape, and that this is how human knowledge advances  
toward a new temporary consolidation (and another and another thereafter). At 
the San Francisco Women’s March early in 2017, a child held up a sign that read: 
“What do we want? Evidence-based science. When do we want it? After peer re-
view.” If the university has a creed, that is it.

Since 1945, more and more journalists came to their work with a college edu-
cation. Of journalists fifty-five years or older in 1971, 55 percent did not have col-
lege degrees; of those fifty-five and older in 2002, only 22 percent were not college 
graduates. Of journalists aged twenty-five to thirty-four in 2002, only 7 percent 
were not college graduates.15 Their readers were more likely to have college de-
grees, too. Between 1940 and 1970, the percentage of the adult population with 
college degrees grew from about 3 percent to 20 percent. In 2018, it was 35 percent.

Equally important, college students came to receive a more critical education. 
Academic culture itself, like journalism, adopted more “adversarial” habits in the 
1960s, not politically adversarial but intellectually adversarial. Faculty came to ex-
pect students to learn to “read against the text” in courses in the humanities, not 
simply to learn to revere accepted canons of high culture. And in the sciences and 
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social sciences, students were increasingly encouraged to imagine themselves as 
fledgling scientists, moving on to a next level of insight by criticizing the assump-
tions, methods, or reasoning of the exemplars whose work they were assigned to 
read. Students heard the message that the morally right way to go through life was 
with an “open mind,” eager for new evidence and not permanently attached to 
yesterday’s convictions.16

This may seem far afield from journalism, but as journalism became a more so-
phisticated, more interpretive, and less rote and ritualistic practice, it began to be 
recognized as a cousin of the knowledge professions spawned in the universities. 

The change in journalism’s role was the joint product of several closely con-
nected developments: government, especially the federal government, grew larg-
er and more engaged in people’s everyday lives; the culture of journalism changed 
and journalists asserted themselves more aggressively; and many governmental 
institutions became less secretive and more attuned to the news media, eager for 
media attention and approval. As the federal government expanded its reach (in 
civil rights, economic regulation, environmental responsibility, and social welfare 
programs like food stamps and medical insurance for the poor and the elderly), as 
the women’s movement proclaimed that “the personal is political,” and as stylis-
tic innovation in journalism proved a force of its own, the very idea of “covering 
politics” changed.17 American political journalism changed profoundly from “in-
side Washington” politics toward a widening of focus to economic, social, and 
cultural life and toward a deepening of investigation and analysis. No example is 
more powerful than the #MeToo movement that sparked revelations of sexual ha-
rassment and sexual abuse around the world, propelled by investigative journal-
ists at The New York Times and The New Yorker magazine.

News coverage became more probing, more analytical, and more transgres-
sive of conventional lines between public and private. In response, powerful insti-
tutions adapted to a world in which journalists had a more formidable presence. 
New legislation made governing more public, such as through the Freedom of In-
formation Act (FOIA) in 1966, which established a formal procedure for citizens to 
request the release of information held by government agencies and enabled citi-
zens to sue an agency if it failed to release the information in accord with the law.

The FOIA (whose passage was strongly supported by the press) was just the be-
ginning. The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970 brought more “sunlight” to 
Congress. The National Environmental Policy Act of 1970 required federal agen-
cies to provide and publicly release “environmental impact statements,” making 
possible lawsuits to prevent or modify anticipated government actions affecting 
the environment. The campaign finance laws of 1971 and 1973 required public dis-
closure of campaign contributions. These, as well as the Inspector General Act 
of 1978 and other legislation, were transparency-oriented milestones. Politicians 
and government officers could now more often be held accountable.18 
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All of this helped support a journalism hitched to a more interpretive ideal 
of objectivity than the simple routines of “quote one side, quote the other” that 
guided 1950s reporting.19 Journalism changed, and changed for the better. No one 
now defends what one veteran reporter called the “rather sleepy” journalism of 
the 1950s.20 The journalism that succeeded it was more intellectually ambitious. It 
was more “featurized” journalism with front-page stories of an interpretive cast. 
Consistent with this trend, the Pulitzer Prizes added an award for “explanatory 
reporting” in 1985; by the 1990s, it attracted so many entries that an administrator 
of the prizes said things were getting “out of hand.”21

European journalism moved simultaneously in the same direction, even with-
out the Vietnam War and Watergate. This is recounted in a careful study of Swed-
ish public broadcasting from 1925 to 2005, as well as in studies of German cam-
paign coverage from 1949 to 2005, and accounts of changes toward more critical 
and more journalist-centered reporting in the Netherlands in the 1990s and in 
France from the 1960s to 1990s.22 A comparative study of newspapers in the United 
States, Britain, Germany, Switzerland, France, and Italy in 1960–1961 and 2006–
2007 shows a decrease in “news items” (that is, “he said, she said” conventional 
news reports) in five of the six countries (not France) and an increase in “informa-
tion mixed with interpretation” in all six countries.23 Whatever explanation one 
arrives at for these changes, it has to account for changes that affected European 
as well as American journalism, public broadcasting as well as commercial news 
output, broadcast news as well as print, and all this taking root before the internet.

In the long stretch of history from the democracy of ancient Athens to the 
twenty-first century, popular government has shifted from what political the-
orist John Keane has called “assembly” government (picture ancient Athens) 

to “representative” government (the basic form of democratic governance as it 
arose in the eighteenth century) to “monitory” democracy.24 In the United States, 
“assembly government” was largely limited to local government in New England; 
the town meeting model never became the template for U.S. state or federal gov-
ernment. In the federal government, representation was the primary governmen-
tal form from the country’s beginning in 1789 to 1945.

But post 1945, as Keane tells the story, there has been a politicization of every-
day life, a sprawl of rights-consciousness, and a new availability of low-cost civic 
engagement, from 5K runs for breast cancer research and benefit concerts to blog-
ging and hashtag-spawned social movements. In this era, representative institu-
tions constituted through elections remain central, but they are supplemented in 
ways notable enough to qualify as a new species of democracy. Various terms for 
this new model of democracy have been offered–from “audience democracy” to 
“between-election democracy” to “counter-democracy”–but Keane’s “monito-
ry democracy” may be the most fitting.25 Monitory democracy calls attention to 
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how civil society holds government accountable, not only at the voting booth on 
election day but in 24/7 surveillance of governmental activity, or what Keane has 
called “the continuous public chastening of those who exercise power.”26 

The contrast to representative democracy lies particularly in the term “contin-
uous.” The character of democracy shifted from one in which citizens normally 
acted on disapproval of government only by voting to “throw the bums out” on 
election day to one in which thousands of civil society organizations kept gov-
ernment under surveillance, hundreds of them as nonprofits seeking what they 
judge to be the public good. There were social movements in the nineteenth cen-
tury, but the proliferation in the twentieth century of nongovernmental organi-
zations combined with the availability of information from the (often reluctant) 
government, the spread of public skepticism as a value, and the amplification of 
all this by the rapid dissemination of information online provides the infrastruc-
ture for “continuous public chastening.” In monitory democracy, journalism has 
adopted self-consciously and assertively the role of holding government account-
able to its constitutional duties and to a broad obligation to serve the public. “Ac-
countability” as a general term for holding government accountable to the public, 
or to national laws and traditions, has come into general usage only in the past 
generation, growing rapidly from the 1990s on.27 “Accountability journalism” 
or “accountability reporting” are, likewise, terms of relatively recent invention. 
Leonard Downie Jr., The Washington Post’s executive editor from 1991 to 2008, was 
one of the first to make regular use of the term “accountability journalism.”28

If Keane is right, democracy has morphed from representative to monitory 
since 1945 and more intensively so since the early 1970s. If Bell is right, society 
has become less social-elite-centered and more university-centered and science-
centered since 1945. And if I am right, journalism has changed dramatically in the 
period from 1965 to 1980 or 1990, never abandoning the ideal of “objectivity” but 
in practice demanding a more interpretive and less rigid version of it. There is 
now less need to trust journalists, in a sense, because they identify their sources 
more often than they did in the 1950s and 1960s. But there is more reason to ques-
tion them because their ambition is to explain events, not just to record them.

That is all part of the context for today’s general cultural disquiet, but it fails to 
recognize a decided resistance to this “knowledge society” world with its attach-
ment to peer review, its commitment to humility, and its expectation that the con-
tent of truth will change over time. This resistance has grown dramatically, and on 
January 6, 2021, unnervingly. One of its nontrivial outcomes is that Republicans 
are far more likely than Democrats to distrust the media, seeing journalism–cor-
rectly–as part of the knowledge society. Republican leaders are also more likely 
than their Democratic counterparts to reject commonplaces of medical science, 
notably the efficacy of vaccinations in diminishing the incident and intensity of 
illnesses, including COVID-19. There is a growing gap between Republicans and 
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Democrats in trusting the media, and while Democrats since 2000 have shown 
steady or growing trust in the media, Republicans’ confidence in the media has 
continued a downward plunge (see Figure 1).

Is this true for college-educated Republicans, exposed directly to higher educa-
tion’s evidence-centered ethos? Very much so. Their trust in the media declined at 
about the same rate as the decline among Republicans with only a high school ed-
ucation. What to make of this? One can say, easily enough, that this is a vivid re-
minder that political opinions are–as they have long been–more about identity 
than about information. The whole notion of “the informed citizen” was at most 
a minor theme for America’s founding fathers whose experience of elections was 
one in which voters were expected to judge candidates’ character and communi-
ty standing. Aspirants for office offered the voters their good name, not advocacy 
of a party or a policy. The ideal of the informed citizen arose in the Progressive Era 
(1890–1920) as part of a reform movement that made its mark on journalists and in-
tellectuals and various segments of liberalism including, perhaps, high school histo-
ry teachers and writers of election day editorials, but it did not lead masses of people 
to deviate from the ethnic, class, and religious foundations of their political selves.29

Moreover, the difference between Republicans and Democrats in the surveys 
may be accentuated by a gap between what pollsters think they are finding and 
what respondents think they are doing. When the polling experts probe for what 
factual political knowledge people have, the respondents may be answering as 
“cheerleaders” for their favorite party or candidate. Pollsters think they are learn-
ing about partisan differences in perception of reality, but poll respondents may 
turn out to be taking “low-cost opportunities to express . . . partisan affinities.”30

The divide between Republicans and Democrats in their level of trust in var-
ious institutions, including the media, is implicitly reinforced by political scien-
tist Katherine Cramer’s remarkable in-depth interviews with rural Wisconsin cit-
izens in her 2016 The Politics of Resentment. What, she set out to discover, led so 
many Wisconsin voters to deeply resent the state’s leading cities (Milwaukee and 
Madison); its state employees in general; the people who “shower before work, 
not afterwards,” as one of her interviewees put it; the pensions and health insur-
ance that state employment provided; and pretty much everything about the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Madison, except its football team? Why were rural voters 
so attached to what Cramer calls “rural consciousness” in the early 2010s and so 
supportive of then-governor Scott Walker and his campaign to deprive state em-
ployees of their collective bargaining rights? Interestingly, the news media play 
no role in Cramer’s study. The rural newspapers were conventionally respectful 
of incumbent politicians (the Madison and Milwaukee papers were tougher). 
The political views of the people Cramer talked to came from their communities, 
not distant media. Her closing chapter is titled “We Teach These Things to Each 
Other.”
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Obviously, I share no nostalgia for 1950s journalism. In the representation 
of people of color and women in the newsroom and in the news, yes, the 
mainstream media of the 1950s and early 1960s was clearly deficient, and 

largely blind to its own limitations, like most other institutions of the day. Even 
as news organizations came to recognize the exclusion of women and people of 
color in both their newsrooms and their news content and pledged to rectify their 
practices in and after the 1970s, their performance lagged well behind their stated 
goals.

As for the representation of political conservatives, it depends on what one 
means by “political conservatives.” If it means “leaders of the Republican Party,”  
no, the mainstream media through the years have consistently represented Re-
publicans and Democrats with roughly the same level of deference or skepticism. 
True, over time, the news media grew more critical of Republican presidential 
candidates, but they also grew more critical of Democratic presidential candi-
dates.31 They grew more critical, period. But as the Republican Party moved fur-
ther to the right, from the “Tea Party” on through Donald Trump, the task of the 

Figure 1
Trust in Media by Party Identification, 1972–2020

Source: Henry Brady–Thomas Kent database of confidence questions from Gallup Polls,  
General Social Survey, and Harris Polls. See Henry E. Brady & Thomas B. Kent, “Fifty Years of 
Declining Confidence & Increasing Polarization in Trust in American Institutions,” Dædalus 
151 (4) (Fall 2022): 43–66.
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news media has become more complex and more contentious. “He said, she said” 
is all very well under normal circumstances, but at some point, a party can stake a 
position so far outside customary democratic values that a journalism committed 
to democracy has to cry: “Out of bounds!” 

The United States seems to have reached that point. A Trump-minded Repub-
lican Party that holds to a lie that the 2020 presidential election was fraudulent 
(although, curiously, the Republicans for House and Senate who were newly elect-
ed or returned to office in the same election with the same ballots have no quarrels 
with the legitimacy of their own victories) has in effect proclaimed open opposi-
tion to democracy itself.

There is no U.S. precedent for this. It puts the news media in an unenviable po-
sition. How does a conscientious journalist seek to be fair-minded between two 
parties when one of them seeks to trash democracy itself? Do sharply antidem-
ocratic positions deserve an “on the one hand” treatment when the majority of 
elected leaders of the Republican Party excuse, condone, or applaud armed insur-
rection against duly elected government? That is the dilemma for the conscien-
tious journalist today.

A closing word about the digital era in journalism: We certainly know the 
digital space is full of screaming and dreaming on both the far right and 
the far left. And we know it provides information and entertainment, 

connection and companionship to many millions, a link for friends and family 
living far from one another, new access to vital, life-saving information for people 
who, for instance, suffer from rare diseases. It has opened windows and broad-
ened horizons and, in journalism, increased research capabilities and enabled co-
operation among journalists across national borders for unprecedented investiga-
tive work.

I would not wish away online communication. Utopian dreams for the internet 
have been scaled back, even as nightmares of interminable communicative disas-
ter linger. In politics, online communication is laced with venom, dangerous fan-
tasy, intentional misinformation, and verbal violence particularly toward women 
and people of color. Is this any worse than what once was written on the walls of 
public bathrooms? Yes, it is, in its targeting of specific, named individuals, in its 
violations of privacy, in its easy accessibility to the untutored and unstable, and in 
its terroristic impulse and death threats.32 

In the wake of the digital revolution, when social media make rumor, gossip, 
fake news, parody, and other quasinews genres just as easy to access as content 
produced by professional journalism (or so it seems), journalists have to wonder 
whether their function in society has fundamentally shifted. My sense of the re-
search is that portraits of a move from gatekeeper professionals communicating 
vertically to the public toward horizontal communication among members of the 
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public communicating to one another exaggerate how much of a monopoly “gate-
keeper” journalism had on the public mind in the past. They also fail to acknowl-
edge that today most people who go online for news still get their news directly or 
indirectly from mainstream media. While much research is underway, still more 
research is needed! A satisfying synthesis has so far proved elusive.33
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Trust & Models of Policing

Tracey L. Meares

The notion of trust has become central to the discussion of policing and its transfor-
mation over the last decade. Scholars, policy-makers, and the agents who purport to 
carry out public safety projects on behalf of the public now commonly point to trust 
as one of the central goals of the relationship between policing agencies and mem-
bers of the public they serve, in contrast to the more common and familiar notion 
of crime reduction. This essay highlights three common mechanisms agencies and 
the individuals they comprise use to attempt to improve the public’s trust in police:  
changing policy, training of police, and citizen oversight boards. Focusing on the 
conceptual framework that the social psychology of procedural justice offers, the 
essay then turns to a less common target for change: the very laws police enforce. 
Changing the police will require not only transforming how its members carry out 
the job but also the laws they are sworn to uphold.

Over the last decade and certainly since 2015, it has become common for 
scholars, policy-makers, and those in public media outlets to highlight 
the importance of the public’s perception of police as a legitimate au-

thority. The Final Report of the President’s Task Force on 21st Century Policing contains, 
perhaps, one of the most prominent statements of this idea.1 President Barack 
Obama convened the Task Force in 2014 after Michael Brown was killed by po-
lice officers in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner was killed by police officers in 
New York City. The foundation of the Task Force’s fifty-nine recommendations 
for research, policy, and action is the report’s first pillar, “Building Trust and Le-
gitimacy.” This initial step builds on extensive research of the concept of empiri-
cally assessed legitimacy and its close connection to the social psychology of trust 
and procedural justice. Beginning with psychologist Tom Tyler’s seminal work on 
procedural justice, there is now an extensive literature demonstrating that when 
police focus on process, or how they treat members of the public, as opposed to 
outcomes, such as lowering crime rates no matter the approach, people are more 
likely to perceive them as legitimate and trustworthy.2 But legitimacy and trust as 
measured in these studies are not one and the same; rather, perceptions of trust-
worthiness are important precursors to the public’s conclusions regarding legiti-
macy. A growing literature also demonstrates that procedural justice, or process- 
based fairness, is associated with greater trust in police, as well as increased per-
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ceptions of legitimacy.3 The recent turn to improving trust relationships has not 
meant that former goals such as crime reduction are no longer important. Instead, 
the research demonstrates that agencies can continue to pursue such goals while 
also treating members of the communities they serve with dignity and respect. 
With this in mind, we explore recent efforts to address the pervasive lack of pub-
lic trust across institutions of criminal legal processing and, in particular, distrust 
of the police.

A lthough the analysis here does not conceptualize trust as mere “confi-
dence” in the relevant public actor, Gallup polling concerning confidence 
in police is a useful starting point. Gallup has tracked public confidence 

in a random sample of adults in a range of institutions, including police, for just 
over a quarter of a century.4 An examination of these data reveals two striking 
facts. First, there is a large and distinct gap between levels of confidence in po-
lice among white adults as contrasted with Black adults (Figure 1). Among white 
adults, levels of confidence have hovered right around 60 percent since 1993. With 
respect to Black adults, confidence rates are approximately half that level, or 30 
percent, during the same time period, with the lowest rate of 19 percent posted in 
2020. Second, among all adults, these levels have remained largely flat over time 
(Figure 2).5 Even among Black adults, the confidence rate in police for 2021 was 27 
percent.6 The fact that confidence rates have remained largely flat over time, even 
accounting for the very large gap between white and Black adults, is notable and 
relevant to the analytical approach of this essay.

In recent decades, police have committed themselves to crime reduction and 
styled themselves as “warriors” against crime. This orientation fueled a raft of 
proactive policing strategies, including the notorious “stop, question, and frisk” 
approach that was constitutionally challenged in 2013 in Floyd v. City of New York.7 
During the period that police actively employed these strategies between 1990 and 
2016, violent crime declined dramatically, leading scholars to hypothesize about 
the relative importance of police activity as a contributing factor.8 The group of 
people most likely to be victims of homicides, young Black men, experienced 
many fewer homicides during this period of decline. Sociologist Patrick Shar-
key expressed this demographic change in the following way, “The impact of the 
decline in homicide on the life expectancy of Black men [as a group] is roughly 
equivalent to the impact of eliminating obesity altogether.”9 To the extent that 
police can claim even some credit for this decline–and some believe that they 
can claim a great deal of credit–the Gallup polls described above are puzzling 
and call into question the relationship between public confidence and crime- 
fighting. If the primary reason for public confidence in police was their effective-
ness at crime-fighting, we would expect confidence to rise during that time rather 
than to remain flat. Moreover, we would expect that the group who received the 
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most benefits of crime-fighting, Black adults, would register increasing ratings of 
confidence, even accounting for low base rates. But that is not what we see, which 
suggests that members of the public care about other factors beyond police effec-
tiveness at reducing violence when coming to conclusions about confidence and 
trust. Tyler’s process-based approach provides a way to account for what we see 
in the Gallup data.

In their pathbreaking book The Social Psychology of Procedural Justice, psycholo-
gists Tom Tyler and Allan Lind develop what they call the “group value theory” 
of procedural justice, which explains that people understand the ways legal au-
thorities treat them as information about how those authorities view them, as 
opposed to information about outcome control, which was the prevailing view 
before Tyler and Lind developed their theory.10 People tend to place much more 
weight on how authorities exercise power than the ends for which that power is 
exercised. Across institutional contexts (courts, businesses, schools), researchers 
have demonstrated consistent findings: public conclusions regarding legitimacy 
are tied more closely to judgments about the fairness of actions than to evaluations 

Figure 1
Confidence in Police by Racial Group

Source: Jeffrey M. Jones, “Black, White Adults’ Confidence Diverges Most on Police,” Gallup, 
August 12, 2020, https://news.gallup.com/poll/317114/black-white-adults-confidence 
-diverges-police.aspx.
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of the fairness of outcomes or the effectiveness of actors in achieving outcomes. In 
other words, the relationship between the public and how authorities make deci-
sions is inherently relational instead of instrumental. 

Procedural justice turns out to be key in members of the public’s determina-
tions of whether they consider legal authorities to have behaved fairly. Their per-
ceptions of procedural justice depend on four factors.11 The first factor centers 
participation, particularly “voice.” People report higher levels of satisfaction in 
encounters with authorities when they have an opportunity to explain their situ-
ation and perspective. This is true even when people are aware that their partici-
pation will not impact the outcome; they nonetheless want to be listened to and 
taken seriously. Fairness of decision-making by authorities–that is, aspects of fair 
process–is the second factor. People focus on indications of a decision-maker’s 
neutrality, objectivity, factuality, consistency, and transparency. In the specific 
context of policing, it matters whether legal authorities, in their interactions with 
the public, take the time to explain what they are doing and why. The third factor 
is related to the first: people care a great deal about how they are treated by legal 

Figure 2
Americans’ Confidence in Police

Source: Jeffrey M. Jones, “Black, White Adults’ Confidence Diverges Most on Police,” Gallup, 
August 12, 2020, https://news.gallup.com/poll/317114/black-white-adults-confidence 
-diverges-police.aspx.
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authorities, such as police officers. Specifically, people desire to be treated with 
dignity, respect for their rights, and politeness. Being listened to and taken seri-
ously is obviously related to this factor. Fourth and finally, in their interactions 
with authorities, people want to believe that authorities are acting out of a sense 
of benevolence toward them. That is, people attempt to discern why authorities 
are acting the way they are by assessing how they are acting. They want to trust 
that the motivations of the authorities are sincere and well-intentioned. Basical-
ly, members of the public want to believe that the authority they are dealing with 
believes that they count and cares about them. In relationships with law enforce-
ment, the public makes this assessment by evaluating how police officers treat 
them.

Research connecting these ideas to policing has demonstrated great benefits 
for the police agencies that employ them. For example, when people perceive that 
legal authorities are treating them fairly, they say they are more likely to com-
ply, cooperate, and engage with the law and authorities’ directives.12 Important-
ly, when policing agencies emphasize process-based approaches, they need not 
choose between crime reduction and promoting trust.

The public conversation around policing has begun to center trust as op-
posed to merely police effectiveness at reducing crime. Again, a statement 
from President Obama’s Task Force is instructive: “Crime reduction is 

not self-justifying.”13 To that end, in the last several years, police departments 
have promoted and implemented numerous strategies ranging from changes in 
policy to active bystander training for officers, to greater civilian involvement in 
setting policy, goals, and projects for their agencies.

Changing policy is a major starting point for many policing agencies attempt-
ing to establish trust through the behavior of officers in their interactions with  
civilians. For example, recent consent decrees adopted by the United States De-
partment of Justice and the State of Illinois have prioritized requirements that 
agencies adopt formal policies promoting “Fair and Impartial Policing,” key as-
pects of which highlight the importance of procedural justice as described above.14 
These policies are critical precursors to officer training; instructors will say that 
they “train to policy.” While new policies concerning fair and impartial policing 
are predicates for training, it is important to note that they also serve as a basis for 
discipline in situations in which officers fail to comport their behavior in accor-
dance with such policies upon completion of training.15 

Changes in policy that emphasize fairness can help enhance trust between of-
ficers and members of the public by not only signaling to officers the importance 
of fair and impartial behavior as a key part of their mission but also by clarifying 
important legal constraints on everyday policing activity such as stops, arrests, 
and searches, which in too many places are governed by vague constitutional stan-
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dards that are not constrained by department policy. As social psychologist Jack 
Glaser and public policy scholar Amanda Charbonneau have recently explained, 
vague constitutional standards combined with unspecific policy provide a foun-
dation for broad police discretion to engage in behaviors subject to bias.16 They 
emphasize the role that uncertainty plays in exacerbating individual biases and 
therefore the negative consequences of that bias, explaining that narrowing the 
scope of police behaviors can reduce rates of racial disparity that police action can 
produce. They argue that policy change is a step in this process.

It is difficult to assess the extent to which these policy changes are successful 
independent of evaluations of subsequent training. Since policy change is a bed-
rock component of the Department of Justice’s “pattern or practice” program, 
one might look to assessment of the impact of consent decrees for some sense of 
the success rates of policy change. In his recent review of two decades’ worth of 
federal consent decrees, historian and criminologist Samuel Walker notes that it 
is fair to conclude that decrees yield positive results, especially with respect to use 
of force and discrimination claims.17 In support of his conclusion, Walker pro-
vides evidence of public polling among different racial groups in Los Angeles rat-
ing the LAPD much more highly after a consent decree. Since racially disparate 
treatment undermines trust, we can safely argue that changes in policy that limit 
ordinary policing in terms of prevalence and depth, along with increases in yield 
for searches, should be associated with increases in trust and confidence.18

The most important aspect of promoting trust-based approaches is the 
training of agency personnel. I use importance in two senses here. First, 
training is the most common approach to establish the importance of 

trust among agency personnel. Second, agency leaders see training as the most 
likely mechanism to lead to behavioral change in a world where changing agency 
personnel is difficult to implement due to union rules and regulations, and where 
legal liability, whether criminal or civil, is rare. Overall, both systematic reviews 
of procedural justice theory and meta-analyses of the existing evidence find pos-
itive associations between the procedural justice or injustice people experience 
when dealing with the police and their perceptions of the police, their support for 
cooperative behaviors, and whether they say they trust the police.19 Individuals 
who perceive interactions with the police as more procedural have more positive 
perceptions of legitimacy, as well as increased satisfaction with police services, 
disposition in interactions, and trust and confidence in the police. In their review 
of the research examining police-led intervention programs that aim to strength-
en police legitimacy, criminologist Lorraine Mazerolle and colleagues found that 
interventions improve perceptions of procedural justice, as well as satisfaction 
with, confidence in, and compliance and cooperation with the police.20 Given 
that the goal of this essay is to explore potential mechanisms for enhancing public 
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trust in police, the focus here will be on trainings as interventions that could ex-
ploit the theoretical framing laid out above.

There is academic literature covering rigorously studied effects of proce-
dural justice training on officer and civilian attitudes, officer behaviors, 
and administrative policing outcomes. Evaluations of procedural justice 

trainings include studies of script-based trainings, whereby police are taught to 
use brief, procedurally just scripts (that is, texts) in traffic stops or other similar 
settings in which interactions are short and relatively homogeneous. Other stud-
ies have evaluated trainings that focus more broadly on the development of proce-
durally just policing practices through the use of lectures, discussions, and exercis-
es that offer participants the opportunity to practice and refine these skills. Some 
research demonstrates that procedural justice training can positively influence of-
ficers’ attitudes about the importance of procedural justice in their work–a crit-
ical first step in the process of motivating officers to value enhancing trust over 
their efforts to reduce crime at all costs.21 As an example, political scientist Wesley 
Skogan and colleagues evaluated the short- and long-term effects of a police train-
ing program in the Chicago Police Department that aimed “to present procedural 
justice principles to officers as tactics that would encourage the public to recog-
nize the police as a legitimate source of authority, resulting in improved officer 
safety, more compliance with their instructions, and greater cooperation from the 
public.”22 Short-run survey-based comparisons for approximately 2,700 officers 
suggested that training had a positive and statistically significant effect on officers’ 
perceptions of the importance of various procedurally just behaviors (neutrality, 
respect, trust, and voice). A longer-term survey (with a 28 percent response rate) 
suggested that these attitudinal changes persisted. Similarly encouraging findings 
are reported on a suite of trainings coordinated in six cities across the country by 
the National Initiative for Building Community Trust and Justice. The evaluation 
found statistically significant improvements in officers’ self-reported attitudes to-
ward procedural justice.23 

Additional studies have found that civilians’ views of police are more positive 
after interactions with officers trained in procedural justice principles. For exam-
ple, the Queensland Community Engagement Trial (QCET) in Australia is the first 
randomized field trial to test the effect of procedural justice training on citizen 
views of the police. In their field study, Lorraine Mazerolle and colleagues have 
explored how brief, positive, and procedurally just police-citizen interactions in-
fluence people’s legitimacy-related perceptions of the police, as well as their satis-
faction and willingness to cooperate with the police.24 They found that respectful 
treatment positively influenced specific and general views of the police. A subse-
quent analysis of QCET found that Australian drivers exposed to the experimental 
group of officers in the trial had higher trust and confidence in police than those 
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exposed to the control group, though no significant differences were found for ob-
ligation to obey police or willingness to cooperate with law enforcement.25

Another set of studies reveals the impacts of procedural justice training on ad-
ministratively measured outcomes of police-citizen interactions. Criminologist 
Emily Owens and colleagues evaluated a procedural justice intervention in which 
supervisors were instructed to treat officers in a patient, respectful, and procedur-
ally just manner. The intervention appeared to impact officers’ encounters with 
citizens, as reflected by decreased arrest rates. The treatment group was less likely 
to resort to arrests in the week following their meeting (by 25 percent, relative to a 
pre-intervention incident-level arrest rate of 6 percent). Looking six weeks before 
and after their meeting, this result diminished, but officers who completed the 
training still demonstrated a 12 percent reduction in arrests.26 

Further, sociologist George Wood and colleagues evaluated the implementa-
tion over four years of a one-day procedural justice training in Chicago, which 
emphasized policing strategies that create appropriate voice, neutrality, respect, 
and trustworthiness in community interactions.27 Nearly 8,500 officers partici-
pated in the training program. Taking advantage of the phased rollout across the 
department, the researchers evaluated whether the training had effects on cluster- 
level outcomes, including complaint records relating to officer conduct, civil liti-
gation settlement payouts, and officer use of force. Significant treatment options 
were identified for each of these outcomes and, over two years, treatment reduced 
complaints filed against officers by 10 percent and use-of-force reports by 6 per-
cent (corresponding to 11.6 fewer complaints and 7.5 fewer use-of-force reports 
per one hundred trained officers).

I n addition to procedural justice, we can examine another popular recommen-
dation that aims to address trust-related problems between civilians and po-
licing organizations: the process of civilian review. A common prompt for 

such a recommendation has been an incident of violence between a police officer 
and a member of the public, and the public perception that the officer in question 
has not been held accountable for their actions. In response, members of the pub-
lic sometimes point to civilian review of official disciplinary channels as a remedy. 
Indeed, more than two hundred of these boards have proliferated across the coun-
try in the last decade.28

In reality, civilian review boards rarely achieve the ends that such public calls 
seek. In many cases when an organization’s leader seeks to separate an officer on 
the basis of violating conduct, civilian review boards will overturn the executive’s 
decision. It is rare for a civilian board, even when empowered to do so, to impose 
more stringent punishment than organizational leaders will. But civilian review 
boards’ focus on punishment instead of policy, and individual instances of mis-
conduct instead of widespread organizational and policy change, is backward- 
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looking rather than forward-looking. It is exceedingly difficult to change behavior 
in an organization by addressing individual instances of misconduct in contrast 
to imposing regulations that seek to change behavior in a forward-looking way 
by imposing high standards, which, of course, is highly relevant to policy change. 
A recent article published by the Council of Criminal Justice illustrates the ways 
in which even the civilians who push for these institutional mechanisms are in-
creasingly disillusioned by them. Their survey of oversight agencies demonstrates 
a large majority (78 percent) reporting that police executives listen carefully to 
their recommendations; however, less than half (46 percent) of the respondents 
believe that police executives frequently implement the recommendations.29

A different approach is to promote policy-making through these boards. In con-
trast to the backward-looking and more individual-centered proposals that civilian 
review boards regularly undertake, what legal scholars Barry Friedman and Julian 
Clark call “community advisory boards” provide more front-end accountability by 
being more broadly engaged with a town’s policing agency, building trust relation-
ships between the agency and citizens and collaborating with the agency to help 
solve problems.30 Most of these boards are volunteer-oriented and advisory only. 
It is rare for these boards to proactively create or pass binding policies and direc-
tives that police departments they engage must follow. Even when these boards do 
have that power, it appears such powers are rarely used.31

One of the most well-known boards that possesses binding authority on an 
agency is the Board of Police Commissioners in Los Angeles, California. Another 
board was recently inaugurated in Chicago, the country’s third-largest city.32 And 
smaller cities also have begun to establish forward-looking policy-making boards. 
In November 2020, Portlanders (Oregon) overwhelmingly voted to pass the Po-
lice Oversight Board Charter Amendment, establishing a new police oversight 
board with the power to recommend new police policies and directives for the 
City Council–not the police bureau–to approve. This new board also restricts 
membership to individuals who lack either employment or familial ties to law en-
forcement. Despite its two-year existence, Portland’s board has yet to make any 
significant policy recommendations.

So far, the strategies I have outlined that address trust in policing have focused 
on how the policing service carries out tasks long associated with a prima-
ry goal of the agency, law enforcement, and shaping and structuring those 

tasks in ways that enhance public legitimacy according to the ideas of social psy-
chology described above. The reality, however, is that normative conceptions of 
legitimacy that we might seek to measure through positive empirical methods are 
challenged by the role that settlement and chattel enslavement–and their ideo-
logical counterpart, race–have played in the construction of the very laws that 
the policing service has historically enforced and still does. Thus, an important 
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consideration for improving trust between police and members of the public is 
reform or elimination of the laws police officers are sworn to uphold.

While the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments at the end of the Civ-
il War and the subsequently passed civil rights laws of the 1960s could be said to 
have removed white supremacy from the literal text of the criminal law, the struc-
ture and attendant culture of racial caste that three hundred and fifty years of law 
had already built remained embedded in legislation and law enforcement. For ex-
ample, in the antebellum period, when the state was involved in punishment of an 
enslaved person–or more commonly, reserving “justice” for the enslaved as a task 
to be meted out privately–the law made formal distinctions in punishment for 
the same conduct as between enslaved Black people and whites.33 Imprisonment 
was reserved for white people, as the punishment of liberty deprivation required 
a person be free and recognized as a citizen of the state. These formal distinc-
tions were removed from state criminal law after the Civil War when Confederate 
leaders rewrote their state constitutions. Nonetheless, even after the removal of  
formal distinctions by race in the criminal code, distinctions by race still were en-
coded in the law sub rosa and also through the law’s operation.

As is well-known today, the practice of convict leasing functionally re-created 
slavery in many parts of the South for decades after Reconstruction through en-
forcement of criminal law, as the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution per-
mits involuntary servitude for convicted criminal offenders.34 Less well-known 
is the role that state constitutions played in formally legitimizing discrimination 
that the U.S. Constitution did not prohibit. This provision of South Carolina’s 
1895 Constitution is illustrative:

The Penitentiary and the convicts thereto sentenced shall forever be under the supervision 
and control of officers employed by the State; and in case any convicts are hired or farmed 
out, as may be provided by law, their maintenance, support, medical attendance, and 
discipline shall be under the direction of officers detailed for those duties by the au-
thorities of the Penitentiary.35 

Just as corrections officers and facilities were given broad discretion over those 
imprisoned, so, too, were police officers given discretion to enforce the law in 
ways that typically yielded broad inequities by race. Well into the 1960s, police of-
ficers used both “field interrogations” and vaguely worded loitering and vagrancy 
statutes to both harass and intimidate people of color and other groups the offi-
cers deemed marginal.36 Even after the Supreme Court invalidated loitering and 
vagrancy laws as inconsistent with federal due process guarantees in 1972, while 
also placing constitutional limits on the ability of police to utilize field interro-
gation at will in the famous 1968 case Terry v. Ohio, the turn toward policing for 
crime reduction put pressure on law enforcement agencies to engage in proactive 
policing strategies that relied, at least in part, on tactics such as stop and frisk. 
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Stops and frisks are consistent with the Constitution so long as a police officer has 
a reasonable belief that the person they are about to detain is about to engage or 
has engaged in a crime, and every state and locality in this country has managed to 
criminalize all manner of low-level behaviors–with specificity.

Thus, although the operation of criminal legal processing is formally demo-
cratic, it operates in conjunction with antidemocratic structures and culture. 
Low-level criminal laws might appear on their face to be devoted to public safety 
in service of a goal that majorities support through processes typically considered 
democratic. But these laws in operation and through their very DNA perpetuate 
and support structures of inequality. Consider that while laws prohibiting loiter-
ing and vagrancy have long been identified as suspect in the context of advanc-
ing the democratic project, contemporary ordinances designed with specificity– 
prohibitions on selling loose cigarettes on a street corner, or limits on grass lawns 
exceeding certain lengths–have not typically been considered to fall into this sus-
pect category because their specificity has traditionally been thought to resist the 
expansion of police discretion that was the clear concern of those who sought to 
abolish the vagrancy and loitering laws of old. 37 The proliferation of even spe-
cific prohibitions vastly expands the power of enforcers to enforce laws, and this 
is an overlooked reality. The old concern about the potential for a police officer 
to create law and then enforce it is not the problem.38 Rather, the rule of law be-
comes a mockery of itself when the enforcer has a smorgasbord of petty laws to 
choose from to validate a forcible arrest. Eric Garner lost his life for selling loose 
cigarettes on a street corner. As my colleague Stephen Carter puts it, “Every new 
law requires enforcement; every act of enforcement requires the possibility of 
violence.”39

But Carter is only half right. He is correct that laws require enforcement, but it 
does not follow that every act of enforcement requires the possibility of violence. 
That would only be true if one believed that compliance requires the threat of vio-
lence, which in turn is true only if one believes, as the theory of deterrence specifies, 
that people comply with the law because they fear the consequences of failing to 
do so. Tyler’s foundational and long-standing work points in a different direction: 
one that places emphasis on trust and legitimacy in securing compliance, cooper-
ation, and engagement with legal authorities.40

Recent reform efforts support Tyler’s view emphasizing the importance of 
trust in securing compliance as well as disabling the threat of violence as central 
to law enforcement. That is, many agencies now embrace strategies that enhance 
trust as a better, more efficient, and less expensive way to achieve crime reduction 
and law compliance. To that end, the Baltimore Police Department is now largely 
prohibited from using forcible arrest to enforce a number of low-level crimes.41 
In Berkeley, California, police are now limited in their power to enforce ordinary 
traffic violations, the consensus being that police intervention should be reserved 
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for dangerous drivers.42 In Virginia, the General Assembly banned police from 
pulling people over for exclusively minor traffic violations.43 While legalization 
of possession of marijuana is now the majority position among the fifty states, Or-
egon is the first state to decriminalize possession of small amounts of drugs such 
as heroin and methamphetamine. Shifting attention to legislative efforts that re-
strain the initial grant of power police have over citizens is probably the most im-
portant effort we can undertake to enhance trust in government and therefore the 
state. Best of all: these efforts will not detract from, but very likely enhance, the 
goal of having safer and healthier communities.

Building trust between legal authorities and members of the public is a cor-
nerstone of strategies that promote safe communities, but trust does more 
than just satisfy these instrumental goals. Police officers are state au-

thorities who play a critical role in helping people decipher their environment 
and where they fit in society. Criminologist Ian Loader and sociologist Aogán  
Mulcahy put it this way:

[Police are] an interpretive lens through which people make sense of, and give order 
to, their world . . . a vehicle that enables individuals and groups to make sense of their 
past, form judgements on the present, and project various imagined futures. As an in-
stitution intimately concerned with the viability of the state . . . policing remains close-
ly tied to the maintenance of ontological security, the production of subjectivities, and 
the articulation of collective identities.44

To ensure equality among all members of society, we need a better understand-
ing of how and when critical state actors and members of the public create and 
maintain trust relationships. Elsewhere, historian Benjamin Justice and I have ar-
gued that the project of criminal justice–a normative project, not a descriptive 
one–must be concerned with the civic educational implications of the law and 
how it is enforced, as opposed to mere compliance. Given the role of police en-
counters in shaping individuals’ perceptions of civic identity, it is time for us to 
contemplate just how police educate citizens and the potential for that education 
to foster trust.45
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Americans’ trust in government is lower than ever. However, while all groups have 
seen a decline in trust since the 1960s, the gap in trust between racial and ethnic mi-
norities and Whites in this period has varied not only in size but also in direction. 
At times, racial and ethnic minorities have actually had higher rates of trust than 
Whites, contradicting the broad assumptions in research about race and political 
trust. Explanations of the causes of trust in government that emphasize institutional 
experience and early socialization would not predict this outcome. We propose that 
an underutilized component in the study of race and political trust is perceived jus-
tice. On one hand, racial and ethnic minorities’ sensitivity to institutional injustice 
often leads to lower rates of trust. On the other hand, when racial and ethnic mi-
norities perceive there are greater opportunities for racial progress, which signal that 
widespread harm can be repaired, their political trust tends to increase, sometimes 
to levels that exceed those for Whites. The interplay between political realities that 
shape perceived justice as well as political hope for racial progress likely creates the 
variable longitudinal patterns of racial and ethnic differences in trust.

Few would debate the importance of public trust in government for a 
well-functioning democracy. The social contract establishing the terms by 
which individuals agree to be governed requires that the government and 

its leaders work on their behalf, and do so without taking advantage of citizens, 
residents, and visitors by way of corruption, waste, deceit, or mistreatment. Since 
most people hold government and its related institutions responsible for their safe-
ty and social and economic well-being, confidence in political institutions, actors, 
and practices should be both high and stable for a well-functioning democracy.1 

Sadly, Americans’ trust in government is lower than ever. The decline in polit-
ical trust has spanned more than fifty years and caused widespread concern.2 In-
deed, a distrusting public endangers democratic stability. When individuals have 
little trust in government, they are less likely to follow social and political rules, 
and more likely to engage in confrontational or even violent political actions.3 



204 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Race & Political Trust: Justice as a Unifying Influence on Political Trust

The attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, is a case in point. Low trust in 
government has also led to low compliance with public health measures and is 
the main contributing factor to the skyrocketing numbers of positive cases and 
deaths during the COVID-19 pandemic.4 

Still, while all groups have seen a decline in trust since the 1960s, the gap in trust 
between racial and ethnic minorities and Whites has varied not only in size but also 
in direction.5 Given the history of discrimination against communities of color in 
the United States, it may come as a surprise that racial-ethnic minorities are some-
times more trusting of the government than White Americans. To understand this 
phenomenon, we provide a brief review of what we know about race and political 
trust–recognizing that minority groups have different experiences in America–
and explore the gaps in what we do not know or should know more about.

It is puzzling that racial and ethnic minority groups do not always trust the 
government less than Whites. Explanations for public trust in government that 
emphasize either institutional performance or cultural experiences would not 
predict this variance. In the former instance, racial and ethnic minorities’ trust 
is thought to reflect their lower political status and experiences of institutional 
mistreatment. In the latter view, racial and ethnic minorities’ trust reflects civic 
values and behaviors, as well as group identity. Both theories would predict that 
trust in government should be lower for racial minorities than for Whites. Alter-
natively, we propose that perceptions of justice underlie varied levels of political 
trust and distrust among racial and ethnic minorities, but also have the power to 
explain racial gaps in political trust. That is, stronger beliefs about justice (for ex-
ample, ratings on how fairly or unfairly government operates) could mediate, at 
least partially, the relationship between racial and ethnic status and political trust. 

Specifically, political trust calculations at least involve an experiential compo-
nent resulting from public action, and a moral component appraising the quality 
and results of that action.6 High trust accompanies a general expectation that a per-
son or institution “can be relied upon to do what they say” and therefore do “what is 
right.”7 Indeed, in measuring political trust, the American National Election Stud-
ies (ANES) asks respondents, “How often can you trust the federal government in 
Washington to do what is right?”8 People tend to view authorities more positively 
when they perceive them as trying to do what is best, and as acting with benevolence 
and care.9 It is true that people expect government to function well and do so with a 
degree of economic proficiency. This aligns well with the experiential components 
of trust. However, the moral component that underlies “what is right” means that 
political institutions should abide by the agreed-upon rules, and when individu-
als perceive that political institutions are not meeting this principle, they will like-
ly conclude that the government is not deserving of their trust. Societies use laws to 
provide order and structure, safety and security, and cultural direction and faith, but 
laws cannot accomplish any of these unless they attend to justice. History shows 
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that people will reject and rebel against their governments when laws are unjust. 
This perhaps explains contemporary protests proclaiming passionately that Black 
Lives Matter, or that there was unpunished election fraud in 2020. In short, people 
expect an efficient and effective government, but also one that is just.10

A just government is particularly relevant to racial and ethnic minorities be-
cause they witness and perceive the justice and injustice meted out by political 
institutions differently than Whites.11 On one hand, racial and ethnic minorities 
have good reasons to be skeptical about the extent of a just government. Relative 
to Whites, ethnic and racial minorities have poorer health and limited access to 
health care, lower wealth, more hostile interactions with law enforcement, and 
less descriptive political representation–representation that mirrors the polit-
ically relevant traits of its constituency–at the state and federal levels.12 While 
progress over time exists, these lingering disparities can lead racial and ethnic mi-
norities to wonder, “Who is looking out for us?” This would normally signal an 
intractable problem for political trust among communities of color. On the oth-
er hand, when racial and ethnic minorities perceive there are greater opportu-
nities for their progress, which signal that harms can be repaired, their political 
trust tends to increase, sometimes to levels exceeding those for Whites.13 The key 
to this line of thinking is starting from the expectation of a just civic experience 
through individual values, rather than theorizing that institutional trust is solely a 
reaction to government performance. 

Diverse racial and ethnic minorities cannot be simply reduced to one minority 
group. Perceptions of injustice and racially progressive politics that may ignite hope 
are often group-specific.14 For example, there are good reasons to expect that Black 
Americans should be especially and acutely sensitive to issues of justice, given the 
historic injustice of chattel slavery, as well as long-standing racial bias that perme-
ated institutional practices and federal policy (for example, the Tuskegee Syphilis 
experiment).15 

The ANES began measuring trust in government in 1958. The same basic 
questions have been asked for over several decades: Do you trust in the fed-
eral government to do what is right? Is the government pretty much run by a few big 

interests looking out for themselves or is it run for the benefit of all the people? Do people in 
government waste a lot of the money that we pay in taxes? Are a lot of the people running the 
government crooked? Using the ANES’s trust in government index based on respons-
es to these questions, Figure 1 provides a visualization of trust differences over 
time for four racial groups–Asian or Pacific Islander, Black, Hispanic, and Native 
American–as relative to Whites.16 The figure shows that the gap in trust between 
racial and ethnic minorities and Whites has varied over time, not only in size but 
also in direction. For example, a pattern emerges wherein Black and White Amer-
icans switch positions repeatedly. The pattern for Native Americans is extremely 
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variable, likely reflecting the volatility of a small sample size. Latino and Asian 
Americans often demonstrate the highest trust levels across all the groups.

The U.S. General Social Survey (GSS) has asked about confidence in political 
institutions since 1973.17 Their question reads: I am going to name some institutions 
in this country. As far as the people running these institutions are concerned, would you say 
you have a great deal of confidence, only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at all 
in them? The item list includes the executive branch of the federal government, 
the Supreme Court, Congress, and the military. Using an index created from 
these questions, Figure 2 visualizes the racial differences in political trust across 
self-identified race categories over time, including Black, Other (neither White 
nor Black), and White (reference group). Regardless of how political trust is mea-
sured, trust is not always lower among racial and ethnic minorities compared with 
the White majority group. 

Figure 1
Racial Gaps in Political Trust, American National Election Studies (ANES),  
1958–2020

The deviations of the bars from the mid-point of zero indicate higher and lower levels of trust 
relative to White respondents. Results are from the authors’ analyses of data from the ANES 
(1958–2020). Asian or Pacific Islander, Native American, and Hispanic respondents were not 
included in studies conducted before 1966. The index ranges from 0 to 100. Higher scores indi-
cate higher levels of trust.
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We also find a similarly varied pattern when reviewing the literature on race 
and trust in government in the United States. Table 1 provides a curation of the 
existing studies that examine the differences in political trust across racial groups. 
Some publications show that Blacks are equally or more trusting than Whites, 
others find that Blacks are less trusting than Whites, and yet others note inconsis-
tent racial gaps over time.18 Studies also find that Latinos tend to be more trust-
ing of government than other racial/ethnic groups, including White Americans.19 
Among those studies that include Asian and Native Americans, both groups show 
comparable levels of trust to White Americans, but higher than Black Americans.20

How do we make sense of these variable patterns? Scholars have largely ex-
plained the race and political trust association through two general theories of po-
litical trust: one tied to institutional behavior (that is, performance and represen-
tation), and another tied to cultural experiences (that is, political socialization).21 
The dominant institutional theory highlights the role of government performance 

Figure 2
Racial Gaps in Political Trust, General Social Survey (GSS), 1973–2021

Authors’ analyses of data from the General Social Survey (1973–2021). Political trust is mea-
sured using the combined score of the confidence in four political institutions: the executive 
branch of the federal government, the Supreme Court, Congress, and the military. The score 
ranges from 0 to 8 with higher scores indicating higher levels of trust.
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Table 1
Studies on Race and Political Trust in the United States

Author(s) Year Data Race/
Ethnicity

Political 
Trust

Trust Gap (relative 
to White group)

Aberbach  
and 
Walker

1970 1965 Detroit 
Survey

Black,  
White

ANES trust 
in local 
and federal 
government

Blacks less trusting

Miller 1974 Center for  
Political  
Studies, 
1964–1970

Black,  
White

ANES items Varied: Blacks more 
trusting, 1964–
1966; less trusting, 
1968–1970

Abney  
and 
Hutch
eson 

1981 City of  
Atlanta  
surveys, 
1970–1976

Black,  
White

ANES trust 
in city 
government

Context: Election of 
a Black mayor  
appears to  
increase Black  
Atlantans’ trust 

Howell  
and 
Fagan

1988 1984 New  
Orleans Survey

Black,  
White

ANES trust in 
government 
in city hall

Blacks more trusting

Bobo and 
Gilliam

1990 1987 GSS Black,  
White

Confidence  
in 
government

Blacks less trusting

Emig  
et al. 

1996 1994 Mobile,  
Alabama 
Survey

Black,  
White

ANES trust 
in local 
government

Blacks more trusting

Miller  
and 
Hoffmann

1998 1987 GSS Black,  
White

ANES trust 
in the federal 
government

Blacks less trusting

Michelson 2001 1999 survey of 
Latino  
population in  
Chicago and 
1998 ANES

Latino, 
Black, 
White;  
immigrant  
and 
native-born

ANES items Latinos more trust-
ing than Blacks and 
Whites; immigrants 
more trusting

Michelson 2003 Latino  
National  
Political  
Survey, 
1989–1990

Latino,  
immigrant,  
and 
native-born

ANES trust in 
government

Latino immigrants 
more trusting, but 
their trust declines 
with the length of 
stay
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Author(s) Year Data Race/
Ethnicity

Political 
Trust

Trust Gap (relative 
to White group)

Rahn and 
Rudolph

2005 2000 Social 
Capital  
Benchmark 
Survey

Black,  
White,  
Asian,  
Hispanic,  
Native 
American

ANES trust 
in local 
government

Blacks and Native 
Americans less trust-
ing; Asians and 
Latinos show no 
differences

Avery 2006 2000 National  
Annenberg 
Election Survey 

Black,  
White

ANES trust 
in federal 
government

Blacks less trusting, 
but small  
racial differences

Wenzel 2006 2002 Lower  
Rio Grande 
Valley of  
Texas Survey 
and ANES

Latino, 
Black,  
White

ANES items: 
trust in local  
and federal 
government

Latinos more 
trusting

Mac
Donald 
and 
Stokes

2006 2001 Social 
Capital  
Benchmark 
Survey

Black,  
White

Trust in  
local police

Blacks less trusting

Grabb  
et al. 

2009 1999–2002 
World Values 
Surveys

Non-
White, 
White

Confidence 
in specific  
institutions 
(the police, 
the civil  
service,  
the federal  
government, 
and political 
parties)

Non-Whites more 
trusting 

Avery 2009 1996 National 
Black Election 
Study; 2007 
Race and Trust 
Survey

Black,  
White

ANES items Blacks less trusting

Perrin  
and 
Smolek

2009 2001–2002  
National  
Longitudinal 
Survey of  
Adolescent 
Health

Black,  
Native, 
Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander, 
White

Trust in the 
federal  
government, 
my state  
government, 
and my local 
government

Blacks less trusting, 
Native Americans 
no difference, and 
Asians more trusting

Table 1, continued
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Author(s) Year Data Race/
Ethnicity

Political 
Trust

Trust Gap (relative 
to White group)

Abrajano  
and 
Alvarez

2010 ANES, 
1964–2002

Black,  
Latino, 
White

ANES items Latinos more trust-
ing than other 
groups

Wilkes 2015 ANES, 
1958–2012

Black, 
White

ANES items Varied over time

Reinhardt 2015 2006 internet 
survey

Black, 
non-Black

Trust in  
local, state, 
and federal 
government

Blacks less trusting

Michelson 2016 2005–2006 
Latino National 
Election Study, 
Latino  
Immigrant  
National  
Election Study,  
and ANES

Latino, 
White

ANES items Latinos more trust-
ing than Whites; 
becoming more 
trusting

Koch 2019 2004 and 2008 
National  
Annenberg 
Election Survey

Asian,  
Hispanic,  
African,  
Native, 
White

ANES items Native Americans 
and Asians show no 
differences;  
Hispanics and  
African Americans 
less trusting

Cao and 
Wu

2019 Meta review 
of 35 empirical 
studies

Black,  
White

Trust in the 
police

Blacks less trusting, 
but the gap is small 

Heideman 2020 2007 and 2011 
Urban Mayoral 
Elections Study

Black,  
Hispanic,  
White

ANES trust 
in city 
government

Blacks less trusting; 
Hispanic or  
Latino residents 
show no differences

Rosenthal 2020 2016 ANES Black,  
White

ANES items Blacks more trusting

Bech 2021 2016–2017 
survey 
experiments

Latino, 
White

Trust in  
political 
leaders and 
institutions

Context: political 
rhetoric influences 
political trust among 
Latino Americans 
and White Ameri-
cans differently 

Source: Information compiled by the authors.22

Table 1, continued
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in generating trust. This theory predicts that group membership should have little 
impact on trust in government–as long as citizens, regardless of race, experience 
the same political performance and the same quality of political leaders and polit-
ical institutions.

For the institutional model, significant racial-ethnic differences in political 
trust can only be explained by assuming different groups have different experi-
ences.23 Individuals place greater trust in the government and political institu-
tions when they perceive that institutions and leaders of government are meeting 
their needs.24 Individuals show lower levels of political trust when they perceive 
their own interests are not being served.25 Their evaluations make appraisals of 
trust more personal and likely reflect how individuals perceive the government as 
politically responsive rather than objectively well-performing.26 Thus, racial dif-
ferences in institutional trust are attributed to the extent to which government 
serves racial groups or their political interests.

Two institutional models follow this line of thinking. First, the political reality 
model posits that racial minorities’ lower status in the power structure affects their 
trust in the government. Negative experiences due to systemic oppression create 
a political reality of social exclusion and discrimination in which governments 
treat racial and ethnic minorities less favorably and with less devotion to their 
interests compared with their White counterparts.27 These experiences create a 
culture of doubt and cynicism about government agents’ ability, much less their 
desire, to respond to the problems that racial and ethnic minorities face. Second, 
the political empowerment thesis links minority trust in government to political 
representation. Empirical studies show that greater descriptive representation for 
racial and ethnic minorities leads to increased legitimacy for governmental insti-
tutions among racial minorities.28 Lower rates of descriptive representation for 
racial minorities cues the likelihood that racial discrimination influences the rep-
resentative selection process, leading to a lessened ability to influence one’s polit-
ical reality, let alone believe that political power is truly feasible. Less descriptive 
representation also fuels the perception that the political system is less responsive 
and less accessible to the members of minority groups. 

In contrast to the institutional theory, the cultural theory views political trust 
as originating from outside the political sphere. Conceptualized as part of politi-
cal culture, trust in government is rooted in the shared values and cultural norms 
of one’s communities and how these communities are received by society more 
generally.29 Individuals learn their views on government early on from their fam-
ily, friends, neighbors, and local institutions. For example, racial and ethnic mi-
norities’ perceptions about the prevalence of systemic racism, historical discrim-
inatory practices carried out by the U.S. government, and denial of equal access 
to resources, power, and protection under the law all signal the extent to which 
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they should trust or distrust their governments, and how they should engage in 
civic life.30 

The institutional theory views government behavior and performance as es-
sential to understanding racial and ethnic differences in political trust, whereas 
the cultural theory highlights the important role of social and political positions 
and historical contexts of various groups. Integrating both theories suggests that 
trust in government is not just about the group experience of government behav-
ior and performance, but it is also about how the group experience is being in-
fluenced by the social and political positions and historical contexts of different 
groups.31 Indeed, people learn different ideas about the government and politi-
cal authorities–including what they should expect, and how they should evaluate 
them–from their varying social and political positions and historical contexts. 

Hence, understanding racial and ethnic differences in trust requires consider-
ing how different groups experience various government performances. For ex-
ample, African Americans experience higher levels of police-stops and incarcer-
ation, and this pattern is contextualized against the history of a society that has 
used police to control, segregate, and denigrate Black people. Because of this his-
tory, African Americans do not see stop-and-frisk practices or mass incarceration 
as indications of government performing well, although many Whites do. In what 
follows, we suggest how perceptions of justice can offer a ripe area of further the-
oretical development to explain why racial-ethnic communities will sometimes 
express higher trust in government than Whites. 

Up to this point, researchers have often excluded justice orientations when 
studying institutional trust among racial and ethnic minorities. The liter-
ature tying justice and institutional trust has focused mainly on procedur-

al justice: the adherence to principles of fair procedure in the areas of policing, law 
enforcement, and the courts.32 This work hypothesizes that when the government 
treats people with respect and gives them a fair hearing, individuals will accept the 
outcomes of political decision-making. The consensus from this line of research 
is that citizens’ experiences of respectful treatment at the hands of the political 
authorities affect their perceptions of legal legitimacy, trust, and behavior regu-
lation.33 We propose that more work needs to be done on justice perceptions and 
institutional trust, both in terms of theorizing and expanding beyond procedural 
matters.

Political philosopher John Rawls identifies justice as “the first virtue of social 
institutions,” remarking, “in a just society the liberties of equal citizenship are 
taken as settled.”34 Justice offers a distinct scholarly lens for political behavior, but 
also serves as a motivation for judging what factors deserve attention in scholar-
ship.35 We define justice as a real or perceived state in which the burdens and ben-
efits of society are decided upon (processed), handed out (distributed), commu-
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nicated (interacted), and corrected (restored/repaired) according to agreed upon 
principles. Table 2 outlines these four primary forms of justice in political decision- 
making, along with the principles that underlie their character, and provides ex-
amples of violations that should produce stronger feelings of injustice. 

Justice activates concerns about the violation of principles such as equity, 
equality, need, transparency, respect, neutrality, and accountability. If we define 
politics as “who gets what” or as the “authoritative allocation of values,” then it 
becomes clear that justice is fundamental to the embrace of governance and trust 
in that governance, especially when groups feel they are being shortchanged, 
without repair, on unequal amounts of resources, and through unfair procedures 
and negative interactions.36 Principles of justice–also called norms of justice or 
justice criteria–come in the form of values, those subjective psychological stan-
dards that individuals use to guide their thinking about right and wrong, and ul-
timately whether we deserve what we get. Motivated by a need for consistency in 
reasoning, people tend to evaluate government actions as consonant or dissonant 
with their values. As scholars evaluate existing theories of institutional trust, es-
pecially among racial and ethnic minorities, they should examine the extent to 
which they align with principles or violations of the principles of justice. For ex-
ample, if one values fairness and objectivity, one will likely evaluate government 
with those principles in mind. 

We propose that a just government is one that adheres to the principles of the 
local, federal, and state laws it creates, administers, and evaluates. And the laws 
must reflect basic principles of justice, such as equality. We adopt this conceptual-
ization knowing that adherence can have subjective meaning. Nonetheless, when 
government is perceived to act in accordance with principles of justice (for exam-
ple, equitably, consistently, respectfully, and responsibly), trust should increase, 
and vice versa. Indeed, previous research suggests that perceived institutional in-
justice matters even more than actual experience of injustice in shaping people’s 
political trust.37

To provide empirical support of our claims, we consider how perception of un-
fair treatment by police may be associated with the levels of political trust across 
Black, White, and Other groups using the GSS 2018–2021 data. The GSS data in-
clude questions about police and law enforcement, asking respondents, “In gener-
al, do the police treat Whites better than Blacks (or Latinos), treat them both the 
same, or treat Blacks (or Latinos) better than Whites?” Figure 3 shows that trust 
is lower among Blacks and members of other race groups when they perceive “Po-
lice treat Whites much better than Blacks (or Latinos).” We see an opposite pat-
tern for Whites: their trust is higher when they perceive that “Police treat Whites 
better than Blacks (or Latinos).” The finding is consistent with previous research 
that shows that trust in police is most strongly affected by people’s perceptions of 
whether the police follow fair procedures when exercising their authority.38 Differ-
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Table 2
Principles of Justice and Examples of Violations

Types of Justice Named Principles Violations

Distributive Justice
The fair distribution of the conditions 
(burdens and benefits) of goods among 
diverse populations, which affects in-
dividual, group, or societal well-being. 
Distributive justice is about the receipt 
or non-receipt of outcomes.

•	 Equity (Merit)
•	 Equality
•	 Need

•	 Unfair standards
•	 Discrimination
•	 Doubt/ 

Prejudice

Procedural (Informational) Justice
The quality of decision-making proce-
dures or policies used to allocate out-
comes. Procedural justice concerns how 
decisions are made about the distribu-
tion of outcomes. Procedural justice 
tends to be more about the appraisal of 
policy rather than personal interactions.

•	 Consistency
•	 Neutrality  

(Bias suppression)
•	 Voice 

(Representation)
•	 Ethics
•	 Decision control
•	 Correctability

•	 Changing the 
rules

•	 Favoritism
•	 Exclusion
•	 Cheating
•	 No opportunity
•	 No return policy

Interactional (Interpersonal) Justice
The fairness and quality of interperson-
al treatment (as opposed to policy) re-
ceived when procedures are implement-
ed, or outcomes are determined. Inter-
actional justice is about the experiences, 
relationships, and social practices be-
tween individuals and groups.

•	 Truthfulness 
(Sincerity)

•	 Respect
•	 Justification
•	 Courtesy
•	 Appropriateness

•	 Deceit
•	 Yelling/ 

Name-calling
•	 No explanations
•	 Being ignored/ 

dismissed
•	 Being vulgar

Restorative Justice
Repairing the harm caused by a crime 
while holding the offender responsible 
for their actions, by providing an oppor-
tunity for the parties directly affected by 
the crime–victim(s), offender, and com-
munity–to identify and address their 
needs in the aftermath of a crime, and 
seek a resolution that affords healing, 
reparation, and reintegration, and pre-
vents future harm. Restorative justice is 
about acknowledging harm, and the  
authenticity of efforts to repair damages.

•	 Repair/Apology
•	 Responsibility
•	 Humility
•	 Dialog
•	 Acceptance

•	 Festering 
resentment

•	 Blame
•	 Arrogance
•	 Not addressing 

the issues
•	 Denial

Source: Information compiled by the authors. For more background on these concepts, see  
Jason A. Colquitt and Jessica B. Rodell, “Measuring Justice and Fairness,” in The Oxford Hand-
book of Justice in the Workplace, ed. Russell S. Cropanzano and Maureen L. Ambrose (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015), 187–202.
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ential perceptions of injustice across racial groups therefore help explain racial and 
ethnic differences in trust.

Public policy and other government decisions produce change, and individuals 
evaluate these changes through the extent to which they are deserved or not. 
Most people want to see politics produce fair and deserved outcomes, just pro-

cedures, equal treatment, and limits on excess and inappropriate punishments. Yet 
they also expect that some are more deserving of government policy outcomes than 
others. In this way, justice reflects a social determination as much as a moral one, 
because the quality of how one is treated by government may be indicative of one’s 
standing and status as a member (or non-member) of a trusted group. Essentially, 
there is a principled relationship between one’s political identity (for example, race 
or party), the identity of government leadership (for example, party or ideology), 

Figure 3
Political Trust and Perception of Police Injustice

Political trust (see solid black and dotted lines) is higher for Black and Other (non-Black and 
non-White) Americans when they perceive police treat Blacks (see left comparison) or Latinos 
(see right one) the same or better than Whites, but political trust is lower for Whites (see gray 
lines) in those cases. Political trust is measured using the combined score of the confidence 
in four political institutions: the executive branch of the federal government, the Supreme 
Court, Congress, and the military. The score ranges from 0 to 8 with higher scores indicating 
higher levels of trust. Source: Data from the 2021 General Social Survey.
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and policy outcomes (for example, tax breaks and free social services). In situations 
in which political authorities and individuals share a salient identity, their in-group 
relationship should lead them to feel that government agencies are more deserving 
of their trust than not, and vice versa for out-groups.39 Thus, just governments are 
those deserving of trust, and identity influences these boundary judgments.40

For racial and ethnic minorities, justice principles provide guidance on how to 
judge the quality of the resources one receives (distributive justice), how one is treat-
ed in terms of clear procedures (informational justice) and relationships (interac-
tional justice), and how and whether errors in process or distribution are repaired 
through restitution (restorative justice). As we have argued, the negative experiences 
thought to explain lower rates of institutional trust among racial ethnic minorities 
stem from their clear sense that these institutions do not (or have not) “establish(ed) 
justice”–let alone “secure(d) the blessings of liberty”–as promised in the preamble 
to the U.S. Constitution.41 Yet there is some evidence that positive political chang-
es through policies (that is, effectiveness) and elections (that is, representation) can 
raise democratic spirits and political trust among racial and ethnic minorities.

Recent research suggests that political hope can prime greater collective ef-
ficacy and mobilize political participation, and the effect is stronger among ra-
cial minorities than among Whites.42 Changes that engender political hope for 
racial justice can promote political trust among racial minorities. For example, 
there was a significant increase nationally in political trust among Blacks between 
1964 and 1966. During those years, trust in government was higher among Blacks 
than among Whites. Many agree that the Civil Rights Act of 1964 led to high hope 
among Black Americans that a real change in racial integration, along with a re-
duction in discrimination, would be forthcoming.43 Locally, during the 1970–1976 
period, there was an increase in trust in city government among Black residents 
even though there was a distinct decline in trust in government among Blacks na-
tionally during the same period. For example, the presence of a Black mayor in 
Atlanta may have had some positive impact upon political trust among Atlanta’s 
Black population.44 Greater descriptive representation for minority groups can 
generate political hope for racial justice, which, in turn, can promote greater po-
litical trust among racial and ethnic minorities. This highlights the importance of 
justice as evidence of legitimacy. Indeed, past studies examining African Ameri-
cans show that the size and even the direction of the gap in political trust between 
Black and White Americans varied with the federal government’s efforts to en-
sure racial equality.45 

We tested this theory of hope, justice, and trust using national survey data. 
Data from the 2008 ANES show that the election of Barack Obama as the first 
Black president of the United States led to high hopes among Black Americans, 
and could be the reason why trust in government among Blacks increased signifi-
cantly since 2008 (see Figure 4).
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Political hope for racial justice is also the main factor underpinning how race 
and partisanship interact to shape the racial and ethnic differences in trust. Con-
sequently, the election of Democratic presidents often leads to an increase in both 
political hope and trust in government among racial and ethnic minorities, espe-
cially African Americans.46 Studies document that racial minorities, especially Af-
rican and Hispanic Americans, tend to have more trust in government than White 
Americans when the Democratic Party holds presidential power, including the 
current Biden administration, as well as during the Obama and Clinton adminis-
trations. Conversely, during Republican presidencies–including Reagan, George 
W. Bush, and Trump–trust in government tends to be higher among Whites 
than among racial minorities, especially African Americans.47 It is true that Af-
rican Americans are more likely to be Democrats, but the Democratic Party has 

Figure 4
The Election of Barack Obama Affects Political Hope and Trust in  
Government, 2008–2012

For White Americans (see left pair of bars), Obama’s election did not affect political hope, but 
led to a decrease in political trust. For Black Americans (see right pair of bars), Obama’s elec-
tion increased both political hope and trust in government (see solid black line). Political hope 
is measured using the question, “Has President Obama made you hopeful?” Response catego-
ries include 0=“No, haven’t felt” and 1=“Yes, have felt.” Political trust is measured using the 
ANES trust in government index. Source: The American National Election Studies, 2008–2012.
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become the institutional champion of racial justice, promoting and funding poli-
cy interventions in addressing racial inequalities and protecting civil rights since 
the 1960s, whereas the Republican Party has often been more racially intolerant.48

Furthermore, the fact that immigrants often show higher trust in government 
than the native-born is also an effect of political hope. Scholars have argued that 
foreign-born Latinos have more trust because they hold more optimistic and posi-
tive views of government. As immigrants, not only do they perceive the American 
political system as better, compared with the political system in their country of ori-
gin, but they also have high hopes for freedom, democracy, and transparency, and all 
the ideas that are associated with the “American dream.”49 This pattern also holds 
for Black Americans. Previous research shows that foreign-born Black Americans 

Figure 5
Perception of Unfair Treatment by the Police and Trust in Government 
among U.S.-Born and Foreign-Born Black Americans

Perception of unfair treatment by the police is based on the question of whether respondents 
think police treat Whites better than Blacks. U.S.-born Black Americans (on left) are more like-
ly to believe that “police treat Whites better than Blacks” (see bars) and less likely to trust govern-
ment (see line) than foreign-born Black Americans (on right). Political trust is measured using the 
combined score of the confidence in four political institutions: the executive branch of the feder-
al government, the Supreme Court, Congress, and the military. The score ranges from 0 to 8 with 
higher scores indicating higher levels of trust. Source: Data from the 2021 General Social Survey.



151 (4) Fall 2022 219

Cary Wu, Rima Wilkes & David C. Wilson

tend to have lower perceptions of institutional injustice than U.S.-born Black Amer-
icans.50 Our analysis of the data from the 2021 GSS yields similar results. Figure 5 
shows that Black Americans born in the United States tend to perceive higher lev-
els of unfair police treatment and to have lower levels of political trust than Black 
Americans who were born outside the country.

Political trust is essential to a well-functioning democracy. Individuals need 
to believe that the government and its representatives are acting on their 
behalf and at their behest. This belief requires trust: trust that there will 

be no waste, trust that there will be no mistreatment, trust that everyone is being 
treated equally and fairly. Therefore, assuming that the government is function-
ing as it should, trust is needed for regime stability. The recent rise of Black Lives 
Matter, the protests at Standing Rock, and the movement to abolish Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement all suggest that many Americans do not trust the gov-
ernment. These events suggest that racial discrimination continues to be salient 
in the lives of many Americans. These movements are not targeting other Ameri-
cans. They are targeting institutions they perceive to be acting unfairly. 

This essay proposes that a key ingredient for explaining political trust, both 
within and across racial and ethnic minority status, is the notion of perceived 
justice. Because there is nothing about skin color and physical appearance per se 
that should affect trust, the presence of a relationship between race and politi-
cal trust indicates that the political system is perceived to be less responsive, less 
accessible, and less reliable to do “what is right” for people from communities 
of color than for White people. As scholars evaluate existing theories of political 
trust, especially among racial and ethnic minorities, they should examine the ex-
tent to which they align with principles or violations of the principles of justice. 
Dominant explanations of institutional trust among racial and ethnic minorities 
like political realities and low rates of descriptive representation could reflect per-
ceived violations of distributive justice principles. Thus far, however, little atten-
tion has been paid to the role of perceptions and evaluations of distributive and 
procedural justice in shaping racial differences in trust. Political science scholars 
Jack Citrin and Laura Stoker identify one potential reason few surveys provide di-
rect measures of perceptions of injustice as well as political trust: “since schol-
ars have not [yet] introduced perceptions of process into the major national sur-
veys, we know less about the topic than we should.”51 We propose that more work 
needs to be done on justice perceptions and institutional trust, both in terms of 
theorizing and expanding beyond procedural matters.

Perhaps the positive story is that racial minorities still hold the belief that a just 
future is politically achievable. When there is hope, there is trust. The hope among 
communities of color for racial justice is so powerful that it can inspire actions that 
counterbalance the negative effects of the political reality of racial injustice.
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Religion, Democracy &  
the Task of Restoring Trust

Robert Wuthnow

There is a palpable sense of betrayal when religious leaders participate in moral mal-
feasance: when they engage in illicit sexual affairs, commit or condone child abuse, 
or deal in fraudulent financial transactions. Betrayals like these prompt doubts that 
religious leaders can be trusted and pose questions about the organizations they rep-
resent. But what can be learned from these episodes? I discuss the dramatic erosion of 
confidence in religious organizations that has taken place in recent years, framing it in 
terms of arguments about moral decline and institutional changes in religion. I show 
how betrayals of trust become symbolic representations of larger societal problems 
that are deemed to necessitate remediation. How the betrayals are interpreted be-
comes the basis for several mechanisms through which attempts are made to restore 
trust: confessions, investigations, and litigation. Their limitations notwithstanding, 
they cast light on the major challenges we face as a nation in seeking to restore trust in 
our basic institutions and our faith in American democracy.

At the start of the twenty-first century, few American churches were as pow-
erful or as well respected as Willow Creek Community Church in subur-
ban Chicago. Its twenty-five thousand members, who worshipped at eight 

sprawling locations, were part of a televised global association that linked con-
gregations across the nation and internationally. Thousands of pastors visited the 
church in person and online each year to learn the secrets of dynamic congregation-
al growth from Willow Creek’s founder and senior pastor, Reverend Bill Hybels. But 
on August 8, 2018, Willow Creek’s entire board of elders resigned, and said they did 
so because they had failed to heed accusations of sexual harassment against Hybels 
that they now believed were credible. “We viewed the allegations through a lens of 
trust [in Hybels],” one of the leaders explained, “and this clouded our judgment.” 
Said another, “Trust has been broken by leadership and it doesn’t return quickly.”1 

The breach of trust at Willow Creek was one of many such scandals among re-
ligious leaders in recent decades. In 1987, Pat Robertson protégé Reverend Jim Bak-
ker, whose leadership, with his wife Tammy Faye, of the conservative Christian 
television program The PTL Club had earned a national audience, resigned follow-
ing the disclosure of his involvement in illicit sexual encounters. One year later, 
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TV evangelist Jimmy Swaggart confessed to hiring and having relations with a sex 
worker, gave up his ministry temporarily, and then resumed preaching only to be 
accused of picking up a sex worker again in 1991. In 1999, Ellen F. Cooke, treasurer 
of the national Episcopal Church, was sentenced to five years in prison for embez-
zling $1.5 million from the church and evading $300,000 in income taxes. In 2002, 
The Boston Globe published the first of a series of articles detailing widespread sexu-
al abuse by Boston-area Roman Catholic clergy, whose abuses were enabled for de-
cades by Catholic bishops who repeatedly reassigned these priests to new parishes.  

Concurrent with the Willow Creek investigation, in 2018, a grand jury found 
that Roman Catholic leaders in Pennsylvania had covered up the sexual abuse of 
more than one thousand children over seven decades. A few months later, an inves-
tigation of sexual abuse within the Southern Baptist Convention found that nearly 
four hundred clergy and lay leaders were alleged to have engaged in sexual miscon-
duct. The following year, Jerry Falwell Jr., whose father led the Moral Majority in 
the 1980s, resigned as president of Liberty University after photos and stories sur-
faced about his (and his wife’s) extramarital sexual relations and financial dealings.

Scandals involving religious leaders and their organizations are troubling be-
yond their immediate contexts and the persons most directly affected by them. Re-
ligious leaders are the experts, the trained specialists, the role models within their 
respected institutions and communities who may on occasion fall short of mor-
al virtue, but are supposed to be fundamentally honest, trustworthy, and given to 
common decency. Scandals raise doubts about other religious leaders’ sincerity 
and evoke broader questions about the ethical standards religious organizations 
purport to uphold. Trust broken is not quickly restored. Nor is mistrust easily con-
tained. Confidence in religious institutions suffers when scandals occur too often, 
too publicly. Evidence suggests that confidence in religious institutions has fallen 
dramatically in recent decades. Gallup polling, for instance, recorded a decline in 
those who had a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the church or organized 
religion from 68 percent among those polled in 1975 to only 36 percent in 2019.2 

Not only has confidence in religion declined, but affiliation has also plummeted:  
the latest polls suggest that nearly 30 percent of Americans no longer identify with 
any religious tradition.3 A shift of this kind poses serious questions. Among these 
are whether the United States, which has long been the outlier among advanced 
industrial democracies in its residents’ religious commitment and practices, is 
drifting toward a fuller embrace of secularity and, if so, whether that has implica-
tions for American democracy.

Indeed, there is widespread concern that religion’s decline–and the decline of 
trust in religion–does not bode well for American democracy. Many of our deep-
est values–especially the importance we attach to human dignity and freedom–
are grounded in religion. Thus, we need to understand why trust in religion is de-
clining, what religious leaders are doing to restore trust, what can be learned from 
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the outcomes of these methods, and whether the strength of America’s historic 
religious diversity is being weakened by secularity and polarization.

Trust is commonly conceived of as an attitude, a generalized belief, an im-
plicit agreement, or an unspoken norm that bonds people together and fa-
cilitates the civic cooperation so sorely needed in a democratic society.4 

But to understand trust we must also consider the events that sometimes weaken 
it–betrayals, for example–and how these events take on meaning as symbols of 
social disorder. In this symbolic role, betrayals of trust are events that evoke pub-
lic deliberations about how they should be interpreted and what should be done 
to prevent them from happening again. The deliberations in turn influence the 
measures that are taken to restore the trust that has been broken. Many betrayals 
are private, affecting only a small circle of confidants, victims, and acquaintances;  
others have far-reaching effects. The Watergate scandal, for example, led to a sig-
nificant decline in confidence not only toward the Nixon administration but also 
toward the U.S. Congress, Supreme Court, the military, higher education, the 
press, major companies, and organized religion.5

Betrayals of trust in religious organizations are probably no more frequent than 
in other settings, but these betrayals are particularly problematic because of the 
norms religious organizations seek to reinforce. These norms vary among religious 
traditions but generally include an ethic of mutual concern, such as is expressed in 
the Golden Rule or the injunction to show love toward one’s neighbor; prescrip-
tions favoring such virtues as truthfulness and sincerity; proscriptions against such 
ethical violations as theft and adultery; and conceptions of these ethical standards 
as being divinely ordained and universally applicable. Additionally, religious organi-
zations provide both resources through which these ethical conceptions are taught 
and rituals that serve as occasions for bonding and commemoration. Moreover, the 
constitutional protection of religious liberty sometimes reduces the legal scrutiny 
and regulatory supervision of religious institutions and thus puts the onus on these 
institutions’ leaders to earn the public’s trust and police themselves. Exposure to 
ethical instruction and ritual observance of course does not guarantee conformity, 
nor does it imply that trust cannot be cultivated by individuals and organizations in 
the absence of religious convictions. However, the prominence of norms that are 
meant to facilitate trust within religious communities does imply that betrayals of 
trust are likely to necessitate repair work for religious organizations. In short, it is 
not only the frequency or severity of betrayals that matters but also how and how 
effectively religious organizations attempt to recover from these events. 

In his examination of 1990s responses to sex scandals in politics and the enter-
tainment industry, sociologist Joshua Gamson argues that the responses typ-
ically feature “institutional morality tales,” narratives that deflect attention 
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from individuals’ indiscretions and focus instead on institutional pathologies. 
“These institutional frames,” Gamson writes, suggest that “personal behavior at 
first presented as ‘shocking’ . . . may be quite typical of those in the institutional 
role, that the individual nonconformity to sexual norms may actually reveal a sort 
of conformity to institutional norms.”6 Especially when multiple scandals occur, 
the impetus is to generalize, positing reasons to worry that institutions are not as 
good as they used to be in recruiting the right kind of leaders, training them, up-
holding norms of integrity, monitoring leaders’ actions, and punishing misdeeds: 
in short, feeding the erosion of trust in institutions. This impetus is driven partly 
by journalists’ interest in making the story about something larger than any one 
incident, such as about the public’s gullibility, the corrupting influence of capital-
ism, the superficiality of contemporary culture, insufficient attention to the prob-
lems of male dominance, and hypocrisy among proponents of traditional values.

Perhaps the tendency Gamson observes is present in religion as well. A scan-
dal in religion occasions a cautionary tale not only about an individual but also 
about religious institutions. Willow Creek’s response to the accusations against 
Hybels–after the board of elders resigned for failing to investigate the charges 
and oversee Hybels–was to determine what the church could do better to pre-
vent similar incidents from happening again. Evangelical publications and web-
sites in turn questioned whether evangelicalism as a national phenomenon had 
become complacent or insufficiently attentive to fleshly temptations. But the cau-
tionary tale is not only about religion, but also cultural malaise. Religion is belea-
guered and less influential, the narrative suggests, because of the broader culture’s 
increasing secularity. The year following the investigation of alleged widespread 
sexual misconduct by Southern Baptists, in a thoughtful essay titled “Why I Am 
a Baptist,” R. Albert Mohler Jr., president of Southern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary, traces the history of Baptists’ preaching, doctrines, evangelism, growth, no-
tions of citizenship, emphasis on separation of church and state, past instances 
of persecution for their beliefs, and decades-long confrontations with the corro-
sive effects of modernity. “An increasingly aggressive secularism, joined by forces 
aligned with moral progressivism,” he warns, “renders all traditional theistic be-
liefs subversive and retrograde. The entire inheritance of Christianity and Chris-
tendom is dismissed as inimical to the project of secular liberation.”7 

The story of a church beset by “aggressive secularism” can be an appealing 
narrative with which to explain the dramatic drop in public confidence 
in religion. In this account, declining trust is the evidence that seculari-

ty is winning. The facts that nearly one in three adults is religiously unaffiliated 
and nearly half rarely or ever attend religious services–captured in polling report 
headlines such as “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace”–offer  
further evidence for this view of secularity’s ascendancy.8 But secularity is not the 
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only possible explanation. The recent decrease in religious participation is con-
centrated among young adults and has been attributed to the economic difficul-
ties young adults experience: student loans, uncertainties about careers, the ne-
cessity of changing jobs and retraining for different occupations, corporations’ 
increasing reliance on temporary labor, and uncertainties about health insurance, 
often coupled with credit card debt and geographic mobility–all of which are as-
sociated with delayed marriage and childrearing. The life courses of young adults 
thus deviate markedly from the settled family and neighborhood lifestyles around 
which many congregations have been built.9 Were these factors not enough to ex-
plain young adults’ disaffiliation from religion, researchers have also documented 
alienation induced by religious leaders who align themselves with political candi-
dates and policies, especially on the right.10 This evidence on the face of it there-
fore suggests that religious leaders seeking to curb what they regard as secularity 
by engaging in partisan politics may be harming rather than strengthening their 
own institutions.

The alignment of religious leaders with partisan politics is reason to be inter-
ested in another aspect of the relationship of religion and trust: the politicization 
of trust, or as columnist E. J. Dionne Jr. has termed it, “the weaponization of mis-
trust.”11 The question of trust with respect to religion is not confined to whether 
the public does or does not have confidence in religious institutions. The more 
pressing question is whether religion, especially when it is politically weapon-
ized, encourages or discourages trust in other institutions: science, medicine, 
higher education, government, the media? The history of religion in this regard is 
quite mixed, as debates about the teaching of evolution, faith healing and scientif-
ic medicine, and antivaccination crusades have shown. Much depends on which 
kind of religion, which issues, and which context. In the current “post-truth” con-
text, in which any statement can be called “fake news”–or denied having been ut-
tered at all–distrust has become a political weapon wielded for partisan purpos-
es, including by religious leaders.12

The idea that religion is beleaguered by aggressive secularism poses two im-
portant questions: Who perceives religion to be besieged this way? And who do 
they perceive the purveyors of secularism to be? Both questions are about trust, 
asking, in other words: Who among religious leaders are least trusting of the sec-
ular society? And which institutions do they distrust the most? 

In a study published in 1998, sociologist of religion Christian Smith suggested 
an answer to the first question, writing that White evangelical Protestants culti-
vated an image of themselves as an embattled subculture.13 More recently, sociol-
ogists Andrew L. Whitehead and Samuel L. Perry have identified what they de-
scribe as Christian nationalism among a similar population of White evangelical 
Protestants.14 Although neither study is specifically concerned with trust, both 
imply that White evangelical Protestants are at least one prominent group within 
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American religion that is distrustful of the wider society–an implication, inci-
dentally, that corresponds with studies showing that social capital among White 
evangelical Protestants tends toward in-group bonding rather than bridging with 
outsiders. Other groups, including Jews, Roman Catholics, Christian Scientists, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Muslims have been literally and figuratively embattled 
within the larger society as well, but White evangelical Protestants have been of 
particular interest in recent decades because of their apparent influence in elec-
toral politics. Their sense of embattlement has perhaps increased as well, at least 
if diminishing membership matters. According to one estimate, the White evan-
gelical Protestant population declined from 21 percent of the American popula-
tion as recently as 2008 to only 15 percent in 2019.15

The second question, of whom they distrust, is best answered with reference 
to the traditions of White evangelical Protestantism. These include an emphasis 
on the spiritual lives of individual persons and an ambivalent stance toward sec-
ular authority. The emphasis on individual spirituality is traceable to the Protes-
tant Reformation in teachings about personal salvation and in practices oriented 
toward moral discipline such as temperance, sobriety, and marital fidelity. Am-
bivalence toward secular authority is expressed in the New Testament injunction 
of obedience to government, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to qual-
ified obedience when government is perceived as acting in violation of a high-
er divine authority. Taken together, moral discipline and qualified obedience to 
governmental authority provide a basis for White evangelical Protestants to be 
distrustful of institutions such as the media and entertainment industry insofar 
as they are perceived to promote moral relativism and to be distrustful of gov-
ernment when government is perceived to act in ways contrary to evangelicals’ 
understanding of God. Distrust of government, though, is subject to partisan in-
terpretation such that in recent decades White evangelical Protestants have been 
less trusting of Democrats than of Republicans, whom they perceive as allies on 
issues of religious freedom, opposition to abortion and homosexuality, and, as far 
as White Christian nationalism is concerned, opposition to racial and ethnic di-
versity and immigration. 

Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic have illustrated religious leaders’ beliefs 
about who and who not to trust. As the Trump administration questioned scien-
tists and health experts’ advice and issued misleading statements about the scope 
and risks of the pandemic, White evangelical Protestants aligned themselves with 
the president, with only 31 percent disapproving of Trump’s handling of the pan-
demic, compared with 65 percent of the general public who disapproved.16 One 
of the first U.S. religious leaders to die from COVID-19, an evangelical pastor in 
Virginia, for example, reportedly distrusted the media’s warnings about the se-
riousness of the virus and the importance of social distancing, believing instead 
Trump’s portrayal of a liberal media hyping the story. The man’s daughter re-
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called, “I was frustrated with the way that the media was very agenda driven–
and it’s on both sides. I feel like the coronavirus issue turned into something that 
was ‘party against party’ instead of one nation under God.”17 Most religious lead-
ers, especially mainline Protestant and Roman Catholic clergy who were subject 
to denominational authorities, and thus did not typically have individual control 
of their messaging to their congregation, heeded health officials’ warnings. How-
ever, defiance of social distancing and mask wearing increased as the pandemic 
continued, with religious leaders especially of large predominantly White non
denominational evangelical congregations challenging the authority of governors 
to impose regulations and, in some cases, questioning health officials’ credibility.

White evangelical Protestants’ sense of themselves as an embattled minority 
illustrates another important dynamic in understanding the relationship of reli-
gion and trust: “Organized religion” is not one thing, as survey questions some-
times imply. Rather, organized religion in the United States is highly diverse, vary-
ing in tradition, theology, national origin, region, ethnicity, and race, which means 
that religious groups hold varying levels of trust or distrust toward institutions 
and one another. These variations may not be expressed specifically in the lan-
guage of trust, but are evident in the frequent conflicts that have characterized re-
ligious groups throughout the nation’s history, including tensions between Chris-
tians and Jews, Protestants and Catholics, and among Protestant denominations 
and sects. The recent decline in confidence toward organized religion, therefore, 
is likely in part to reflect distrust of religious groups toward one another, such as 
White evangelical Protestants who distrust liberal Protestants, and vice versa.

Narratives about what has gone wrong when trust is betrayed tend to ex-
pand in multiple directions that reflect religious communities’ varied 
concerns. These stories can also suggest what should be done to restore 

the trust that has been transgressed. If we take as examples the Swaggart scandal, 
the Willow Creek sexual harassment allegations, and the Catholic sex abuse cases, 
we see three of the most common means by which attempts are made to restore 
trust. Swaggart tearfully confessed to his congregation and television audience 
that he had sinned and asked God’s forgiveness. Willow Creek launched an inde-
pendent advisory committee investigation that emphasized personal discipline, 
accountability, and administrative oversight. The Catholic sex abuse scandals ex-
tended over such long periods, included so many victims, and involved such a lack 
of transparency on the part of church officials that many of the cases resulted not 
only in laicization of clergy and the resignations of bishops, but in litigation and 
criminal prosecution.

In none of these three cases was the means employed entirely effective. Fol-
lowing his confession and a subsequent incident of sexual misconduct, Swaggart’s 
ministerial license was revoked by the Assemblies of God denomination he was af-
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filiated with, after which he continued to preach independently to a large audience 
of radio listeners and television viewers. They were apparently eager to believe that 
Swaggart was repentant, and that God was working to bring other sinners to repen-
tance through him. Willow Creek’s investigative committee, which commenced 
its work after Hybels took early retirement, concluded that the church’s leadership 
needed to be more careful in handling sexual harassment cases, including institut-
ing written guidelines and a third-party off-site hotline for reporting misconduct, 
but the flaws of these recommendations were exposed by another such case only 
a few months later. The report left it to the church’s leadership to devise its own 
plan of action. The Catholic sex scandals resulted in monetary settlements with 
some of the victims, but the fact that abuse had been concealed so often without 
penalty or transparency left doubts as to how thoroughly the problem was being 
addressed; in surveys, many Catholic parishioners have said they remain distrust-
ful of clergy and have reduced their attendance at services and financial support of 
the church.18 Unsurprisingly, confession, investigation, and litigation in these cas-
es were limited by the extent to which they carried enforceable obligations. They 
were also limited by the declining credibility of these very mechanisms resulting 
from cynical abuses of how they were meant to function: by insincere confessions 
staged for media consumption, from investigative committees producing tooth-
less reports that languish in bureaucratic darkness, and by litigation that drags on 
for years before inconsequential penalties are levied. The efforts to address these 
particular scandals were subject to all these limitations.

Their relative ineffectiveness, however, did not mean these efforts were with-
out positive consequences. The scandals became institutional morality tales that 
publicized the incidents, defined them as transgressive of institutional norms, 
and demonstrated that the institutions’ leaders felt an obligation to do something 
about them. The Swaggart case was a cautionary lesson about accepting public 
confessions at face value and about the importance of truthfulness and account-
ability. Willow Creek’s investigation similarly cautioned against putting too much 
trust in and giving too much unchecked power to charismatic leaders, while also 
serving as a lesson to other evangelical churches about the need to adopt clearer 
policies about gender equality and sexual harassment. The Catholic abuse cases, 
among other things, prompted wide-ranging discussions of pedophilia and new 
demands for clergy reform. Collectively the responses resemble what anthropolo-
gist Mary Douglas described in the 1960s as rituals of rejuvenation: they contrib-
ute to the renewal of the moral order by dramatizing concerns about purity and 
danger.19 Moreover, rejuvenation involves concrete steps that extend beyond the 
immediate discussion prompted by a particular scandal. Institutions are, among 
other things, arrangements of formal and informal norms that govern how peo-
ple act and expect others to act in given situations. Restoring trust in an institu-
tion therefore requires clarifying and reinforcing these norms. Swaggart may have 
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continued preaching, but not under Assemblies of God auspices, which demon-
strates the Assemblies’ rejection of his behavior. Willow Creek learned that it, 
like any large organization claiming to be trustworthy, needed to have formal-
ized rules about handling allegations of sexual harassment. Catholic leaders, with 
varying amounts of credibility, sought to demonstrate that they were capable of 
exposing sex offenders and cooperating with the law in punishing them.

What religious leaders have done to restore trust, then, is not so different from 
how other institutions, including our political system, attempt to restore trust. 
Evoking confessions of wrongdoing can seem impossible in the political arena, but 
public pressure to depose untrustworthy leaders is an elemental part of the elector-
al process. So are investigations and litigation, as those surrounding the January 6, 
2021, insurrection illustrate. Although these processes are often lengthy and bitterly 
contested, they are the means through which we attempt to call attention to mis-
trust. And as the examples in religion illustrate, these mechanisms facilitate valu-
able discussions of crucial social norms, even when trust itself is difficult to restore.

The potential gains through confessions, investigations, and litigation not-
withstanding, the decline of trust in religious institutions, coupled with 
dissention about who and who not to trust, is detrimental in the near 

term to the collective good. Democracy benefits when citizens trust one another 
and the institutions that make up civil society, when trust is sufficient to facili-
tate reaching out to strangers as well as acquaintances, joining voluntary associ-
ations, taking part in political activities, and working together for the common 
good. Trust that is grounded in religious convictions has long been a source of 
common values and a basis on which to build consensus. Even as religion some-
times inflames passions and promotes incommensurate ideas, Americans have 
historically conceived of it as a kind of civil institution that promotes agreement 
more than disagreement. It is understandable therefore to wish that more Amer-
icans held something like a common faith–even if faith were only belief in faith 
itself–and considered it deplorable when religious communities target each other,  
rather than work together to promote peace and harmony.

However, the dissension so obviously present among religious leaders today 
points to a feature of American religion that in the past–under the right condi-
tions–has served democracy well. Dissension among religious groups provides 
checks and balances in the same way that divergent views between political par-
ties and special interest groups do. America’s “variety of sects,” as James Madison 
termed them, motivated the separation of church and state. And the contending 
factions that have vied with one another have also limited the tendencies of any 
particular group to become a religious establishment.20 Along these lines, legal 
scholar Kent Greenawalt, writing about religion and the politics of liberal democ-
racy, suggests that trust is possible not in spite of religious diversity but because 
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of it. “If one believes that comprehensive views themselves are so diverse that one 
has little fear if decisions are reached by individual citizens and legislators in ac-
cord with comprehensive views,” he writes, “one might not worry much about 
their employment.” The reason, among others, is that despite impassioned and 
uncompromising religious advocacy, the reality of diversity can alter the stan-
dards of judgment on which political decisions are made and promote healthy 
skepticism toward political claims.21

Greenawalt is mindful of the fact that American religion–like American de-
mocracy–is pluralistic. In religion, as in politics, we are a diverse society. We agree 
on basic principles, such as the rule of law and the peaceful transition of power, 
but we disagree deeply about many other things. Political parties, special interest 
groups, racial and ethnic groups, and religious groups all contend with one anoth-
er for power, rarely engaging in direct deliberations or coming to a consensus that 
resolves their disagreements, but bringing diverse ideas, arguments, and propos-
als to bear on policy decisions. Unlike in relatively homogeneous societies where 
common cultural traditions provide a basis for deliberative democracy to be prac-
ticed, the diversity of a society like the United States demands greater respect 
for differences and heightened expectations about the persistence of fundamen-
tal disagreements. The contention is messy and indeterminate, yet is the means 
through which a pluralistic democracy adapts to challenging circumstances.22

From this perspective, democracy can withstand, perhaps even be strength-
ened by, the kinds of contention evident among religious groups today. Faith 
communities are organized along racial and ethnic as well as theological 

lines, often serving as the local centers in which constituents support one anoth-
er, learn about issues of common importance, and facilitate their coreligionists’ 
access to information about leisure activities, schools, health care, social services, 
and opportunities for volunteering. The fact that faith communities disagree with 
one another adds incentive for them to advocate for their distinctive beliefs and, 
in many instances, results in mutual criticism and calling foul on adversaries’ tac-
tics.23 Of course, the winner-take-all approach that seems to have characterized 
White evangelical Protestants’ alignment with Republicans in recent years is re-
garded by many as a threat to the civil liberties democracy is meant to preserve. 
Yet the 15 percent of the electorate composed of White evangelical Protestants is 
countered by numerous religious and secular groups who hold differing views. 
The extent of this diversity suggests, as long-time observer of American religion 
Kenneth L. Woodward has argued, that White evangelical Protestants can hardly 
be credited with–or blamed for–electoral outcomes that in reality are the result 
of complex aggregations of constituencies and political strategies.24 The diversi-
ty of American religion is also a significant factor in the debates–divisive as they 
have been–about the standards by which citizenship should be determined, elec-
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tions should be held, and presidents should be judged. Long-standing advocacy 
groups such as the ACLU and NAACP have been joined in recent years by groups 
such as the Clergy Emergency League, the (revived) Poor People’s Campaign, the 
Interfaith Center for Public Policy, Clergy and Laity United for Economic Justice, 
Vote Common Ground, and Black Lives Matter as well as by local and regional 
clergy councils and lay organizations that advocate for immigrant rights, afford-
able housing, and universal health insurance.

Pluralism means that advocacy groups in religion, just as in politics, will take 
different sides on issues and will directly challenge their adversaries’ arguments. 
Pluralism is also operative when advocacy groups mobilize constituencies with di-
vergent interests, as illustrated by some faith-based groups orienting their efforts 
toward immigrant rights while others focus on homelessness, racial reconciliation, 
or police reform. Apart from advocacy, pluralism is the condition that encourages 
institutions to work to restore trust. Leaders of religious organizations are moti-
vated to restore trust because, in the absence of it, constituents will vote with their 
feet, taking advantage of a vastly diverse American religious landscape and choos-
ing to worship elsewhere, or not worship at all. Attendees at Willow Creek can de-
camp to a different church if they no longer trust Willow Creek’s leadership, and 
college students can opt to study somewhere other than Liberty University if its 
board of trustees does not restore the institution’s trustworthiness. An amend-
ment to the concept of pluralism, then, is that religious organizations do not have 
to attack one another as long as pluralism provides the opportunities for constitu-
ents to register their dissent by moving their loyalties to other organizations.

But without a basic level of trust among the parties involved, pluralism falters. 
Profound disagreements must include at least minimal agreement about the norms 
of involvement. Disputants must treat one another only as adversaries rather than 
as enemies, and disagreements must be negotiated within the law through legisla-
tion, the courts, and peaceful confrontations. There must be a basic threshold of 
trust that those with whom one disagrees will play by the rules of basic civility, ad-
hering to norms of honesty and respect for well-established norms of human rights 
and freedoms. Despite serious disagreements, America’s various faith communities 
have in the past generally exhibited adherence to these norms, even to the point of 
arguing less exclusively about divinely revealed truth than in terms of procedures 
and practicalities. In surveys, White evangelical, White mainline Protestant, Black 
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish respondents rate each of the other groups warmly, 
if not quite as positively as they do their own, the exceptions being colder feelings 
toward Muslims and atheists.25 More to the point, religious groups with widely di-
vergent views about religious freedom, abortion, homosexuality, conscientious ob-
jection, welfare, immigration, and capital punishment–including advocacy groups 
that have formed to press for particular issues–have, with only a few exceptions, 
worked to achieve their goals through lobbying, voting, and the courts.
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The decline of trust in religious institutions has to be considered in terms 
other than the numbers documented in polls. Declining trust is an open-
ing for religious and secular groups alike to fight for their convictions and, 

in so doing, clarify the operative social norms as well as the beliefs for which they 
stand. The fighting itself can be a good thing, bringing to the table alternative val-
ues and elevating the importance of clarifying those values. But it is the terms un-
der which the fighting takes place that matters. The disputes must be conducted 
in good faith, expressing what people sincerely believe to be true and understand-
ing that to disagree requires respect for those with whom one disagrees. The dan-
ger to religion, as well as to democracy, lies in cynical distortions of sincere con-
victions. Democracy is truly endangered when leaders refuse to believe that those 
with whom they disagree are worthy of the elemental trust that all deserve.

The task of restoring trust in basic institutions and of rejuvenating faith in 
American democracy is, at this moment in our nation’s history, a high priority. 
Any hope that the United States can find common ground in the beliefs and prac-
tices that once inspired religion as a source of consensus is ill founded. The more 
likely scenario is that religious groups in alliance with or in opposition to one an-
other, as well as in conjunction with secular groups, will either keep fighting for 
what they think is uniquely true or retreat into a privatized faith that encourages 
individuals to seek spiritual gratification in their own ways. Neither of these pos-
sibilities is very encouraging for the health of democracy. Especially when reli-
gious groups willingly dispute the basic facts of scientific medicine, endorse the 
false claims of political strategists, and deride people whose religious convictions 
differ from theirs–when religious groups fail to treat one another according to 
basic principles of trust and toleration–then religion functions more to facilitate 
authoritarianism than to support democracy. 

For religious leaders to restore the public’s and, indeed, their own members’ 
trust in the religious institutions that have served America so well in the past, they 
certainly do not have to all agree on the important moral and social issues of the 
day. But they must be attentive to the basic principles within their own traditions 
of how to live amicably and respectfully among those with whom they disagree. 
Perhaps religious leaders can once again appreciate that their own traditions are 
strengthened by America’s pluralism. And perhaps that realization can be a source 
of inspiration for upholding the underlying principles of law, trust, and common 
respect on which democracy is based.
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Trustworthy Government: 
The Obligations of Government & 

the Responsibilities of the Governed

Margaret Levi

Establishing trustworthy government is a major problem for contemporary democ-
racies. Without public confidence, government faces considerable noncompliance 
with its policies, as has been the case with the reaction of some subpopulations to 
COVID safety requirements. The pressures on government today are numerous. The 
challenges are complex and the polity diverse. Creating confidence and thus willing 
compliance requires a demonstrated government competence. It also requires polit-
ical leadership committed to the collective good and to forging a common identity 
among multiple subgroups while recognizing their distinctive differences and needs. 
Citizens are also crucial actors. It is incumbent upon a democratic citizenry that 
it recognizes its responsibilities to and interdependence with others in the polity as 
members of an expanded community of fate.

In well-functioning democracies, a virtuous circle arises.1 The government is 
trustworthy, and the citizens recognize it as such and respond with compli-
ance and willing cooperation with its policies and practices.2 Being a trust-

worthy government depends on the credibility of the government’s commitment 
to the flourishing of its people. Establishing credibility requires that government 
uphold its side of its implicit contract with citizens and subjects, that is: the provi-
sion of goods and services, fair processes in policy-determination and implemen-
tation (given the norms of place and time), and a demonstrable administrative ca-
pacity, including the ability to identify and punish free-riders, those who defraud 
or abuse a government program. Service delivery, procedural fairness, and admin-
istrative capabilities are attributes of government performance, but the motiva-
tions and ideologies of elected politicians can also affect perceptions, positively 
or negatively. When citizens perceive government as serving their interests, they 
consider government trustworthy. As seen in Figure 1, a trustworthy government 
provokes greater willingness to comply with its demands and a more engaged 
public, which enables government to provide more of what citizens need, which 
further enhances both its performance and its trustworthiness. 
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As the following examples illustrate, the legitimacy of government further en-
hances (or undermines) willing compliance. But legitimacy rests on more than ef-
fective governance; it demands popularly acceptable justifications for who holds 
the reins of power, who the leadership is, and the policies they promote.3 Moreover, 
as is patently obvious these days, different subgroups of the population can have 
widely different assessments of the legitimacy of government itself and its actions. 

But there is another piece of trustworthy government that requires reempha-
sis: being trustworthy requires that officials craft policies that reflect the values 
and interests of their diverse and pluralistic populations. Democratic govern-
ments can and should enhance social solidarity among groups within the polity, 
even those distrustful of each other. Indeed, democracies may further enhance the 
perception of their trustworthiness by assisting citizens to become aware of their 

Figure 1
Virtuous Circle of Government

Earlier versions of the virtuous circle appeared in Margaret Levi, Audrey Sacks, and Tom R. 
Tyler, “Conceptualizing Legitimacy, Measuring Legitimating Beliefs,” American Behavioral  
Scientist 53 (3) (2009): 354–375; and Margaret Levi and Audrey Sacks, “Legitimating Beliefs: 
Concepts and Measures,” Regulation & Governance 3 (4) (2009): 311–333.
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common project with each other and with the government to ensure the flourish-
ing of its peoples and, better yet, of all peoples and the planet. The obligations be-
tween citizens and government are reciprocal, indeed, multilateral.

Some clarifications and addendums are necessary before proceeding. A minor  
point is the use of the term government. Some, including myself at times, use the term 
state to connote the complex of institutions and processes noted here, and reserve gov-
ernment for the politicians currently in charge. I follow this common practice in U.S. and 
comparative political science and the common usage by much of the media and public. 

More important, the trustworthiness of government is seldom, if ever, com-
plete. Some agents and agencies of government might meet the standards (or be 
perceived as meeting the standards) more than others. The World Justice Proj-
ect Rule of Law Index, for example, reveals how the legal and judicial institutions 
of states vary, even among those with similar income and regime characteristics. 
The Scandinavian countries, for example, rank high on almost every dimension, 
while the United States ranks high on some indicators, but ranks low, relative to 
its peers, for criminal justice.4 Moreover, this continuum can be discontinuous. 
Governments, including democratic governments, can fall into a vicious cycle in 
which they are both untrustworthy and mistrusted. This cycle can but does not 
necessarily lead to reconstitution of the government. 

Finally, even when a democratic government is relatively trustworthy, there 
can and should be healthy skepticism about its practices, processes, and policies.5 
The sine qua non of a thriving democracy is public questioning, media scrutiny, and 
protest that hold government accountable or push it to extend what are under-
stood to be its obligations to the people. One responsibility of citizenship in a de-
mocracy is to try to make government more responsive to the needs of the popu-
lace and better able to meet them. 

Let me make this point even crisper. The first task of a trustworthy govern-
ment is enacting, devising, and implementing policies. The second and equally 
important task is engagement, creating processes for acquiring informed input 
from the citizenry and enabling them to participate in solving societal problems.6 
The goal is the flourishing of the people and the planet in terms of well-being but 
also opportunity and dignity. 

In what follows, I expand on my approach to conceptualizing and assessing 
trustworthy government, then address where democracies seem to be now, and 
conclude with some thoughts about how to make governments both more demo-
cratic and more trustworthy, and in the process, how they might generate an em-
pathetic citizenry that can work together to solve societal problems.

I have long had a problem with research that assesses citizen perceptions of how 
trustworthy a government is by considering only surveys. Though one of the 
issues in the early surveys has been mostly corrected over time, it still persists:  
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generic questions about trust in government may be about the politicians in office 
rather than about the government in general. Equally as important, “trust” in gov-
ernment, indeed trust in general, is an attitude or belief that can produce inadequate 
assessment of the other party in the trust relationship and may lead to being conned 
or worse.7 Although trust can be an important component of social and even eco-
nomic interactions, we do not want to rely on trust when dealing with government. 
Rather, we should be relying on institutional arrangements that ensure government 
agents act in the interests of the polity and the claimants they are serving. 

This concern about the survey data and individual attitudes of trust–and dis-
trust–have led me to focus on behavior: compliance, noncompliance, protests, 
and so on. Those who believe government is trustworthy will be more likely to 
engage in behavioral trust, complying with policies without undo coercion or per-
suasion. Those who do not find the institutions or their agents trustworthy are 
more likely to protest, refuse to comply, and withdraw support from the elected 
political actors they hold accountable. However, as the body of my work attests, 
the assessment of behavioral trust is contextual, requiring deep understanding of 
the communities engaging in the relevant behavior. Sometimes, for example, pro-
test of a particular practice or policy depends on an assessment that the govern-
ment is trustworthy in general, but less so regarding a specific policy or practice or 
in the treatment of a subgroup of the population. 

To make this concrete, consider the variation in the willingness of young men 
in democracies in their response to calls for volunteers during the two world wars 
and the Vietnam War.8 The decision was individual but informed by social net-
works and communities, producing significant differences in both public support 
and how potential recruits responded. In the United States, even those who had 
confidence that government was serving them relatively well in general and who 
supported many of its programs protested the war in Vietnam. Of course, some 
did this out of self-interest. They did not want to disrupt, let alone risk, their lives, 
but there were many who were willing to pay a very high price for their convic-
tions. In the twenty-first-century U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, we see a very 
divided public and a decline in support over time.9

In Canada, many Francophones questioned the legitimacy of the world wars 
and of the Canadian government’s insistence they serve in them. From their per-
spective, the federal government was violating the constitutional justification 
that conscription could be considered only if Canada was invaded. Anglophone 
Canadians volunteered in high numbers for the world wars, Francophone Ca-
nadians almost not at all. Francophones generally believed the federal Canadi-
an government was untrustworthy, failing to keep its promises of bilingual ed-
ucation and general respect for their language. They also worried–and reason-
ably so–that they would receive military orders in English, which not all of them 
comprehended. 
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Francophone Canadians during both world wars, working-class Australians 
in World War I, and dissidents throughout history have used avoidance of and 
outright refusal to serve in the military to proclaim their opposition to specific 
wars and governments. As political scientist and anthropologist James C. Scott 
has shown, noncompliance is an important “weapon of the weak.” He documents 
agricultural laborers shirking their work and destroying property in response to 
landlords’ reductions in the protections of their welfare during the Green Rev-
olution.10 Disobedience to the law, tax evasion, inoculation resistance, and even 
refusing to vote can represent active noncompliance. Of course, how to read the 
meaning of these actions depends on the motivations of the actors. Sometimes 
noncompliance is simply a reflection of venality, laziness, or ignorance. Howev-
er, by studying the context in which actions occur and understanding the mean-
ings of the acts to those engaged in them (as conveyed in sermons, novels, proc-
lamations, and social media), qualitative information makes it possible to in-
fer likely motivations and thus analyze hypothesized variations of reasons for 
noncompliance.

I have elaborated and built on this argument for years. Aware that there are  
also vicious circles of distrust, it seems important to clarify how building a 
government that more effectively contributes to the flourishing of its citizens 

can create a virtuous circle of trustworthy government for those who never expe-
rienced one. It still is. However, the current and extreme polarization in the Unit-
ed States, combined with the disparate reactions to vaccinations and masks in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, raises the question of why the virtuous circle appears to have 
been broken for so many Americans. 

The first answer is that there have been concerted efforts to undermine citizen 
confidence in and reliance on government. Democratic theory emphasizes the 
importance of citizen skepticism for a healthy democracy. Keeping government 
trustworthy requires citizen–and media–scrutiny. There has also been an ongo-
ing debate about the appropriate role of government in the economy and society: 
Adam Smith was neither the first nor the last to raise this question.11 However, in 
the decades before the ascendency of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
and American President Ronald Reagan, the discussion of less government came 
to rely on a belief of the ineffectiveness as well as the inappropriateness of gov-
ernment in many spheres of society. Ascendent populist parties around the world 
and Trumpism in the United States have self-consciously “weaponized distrust” 
of government and indeed of many authorities, including scientific experts and 
technocrats.12 Resistance to masks and vaccines is but one of many indicators. 
When a citizen distrusts government and holds an ideology emphasizing freedom 
from government restrictions and an electoral steal, the result is more than dis-
trust: it is a delegitimation of government authority.
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One consequence of the campaign to reduce the size of government is that it 
then provides less and less of what many in the population expect of it, thus increas-
ing their reasons to mistrust it. This, of course, is the intended effect: the perpetu-
ation of a non-virtuous circle in which government proves itself untrustworthy by 
failing to deliver. In the United States, the deterioration of physical infrastructure 
and public health and safety protections are but two of the many instances in which 
a reduction in its coffers inhibit government from delivering on its promises. 

Politicizing government agencies and expertise is another weapon in the ar-
senal of those trying to undermine trustworthy government. The Food and 
Drug Administration, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and other 
agencies once considered above the fray are now mired in it. There are yet oth-
er grounds for distrust of government institutions. When government is believed 
to ignore due process, discriminate, or otherwise violate norms of fairness, this 
stimulates behavioral distrust.13 It is thus hardly surprising that we see the emer-
gence of Black Lives Matter and other movements that protest police when they 
violate rights and threaten lives. 

Another reason for popular antagonism toward government is the belief that 
one is disadvantaged by policy changes (or, sometimes, simply not advantaged). 
Some even feel government has betrayed them, particularly when they observe 
others getting ahead while they are falling behind. This perception has led to a 
politics of resentment throughout the world.14 It has a distinctive racialized form 
in the United States, where some White Americans resent what they perceive as 
special treatment given to people of color, and feel they must protect their privi-
lege in the face of demographic changes that are likely to make them the minority 
population.15 

The basis of such resentment lies in the norms that have become prevalent in 
capitalist democracies: the conviction that individual effort is the motor of mo-
bility, a view of society–and government benefits–as zero-sum, and a belief that 
those who are doing well earned what they have by patiently waiting in line and 
following the rules.16 Each of these perspectives is contestable for the given sta-
tus quo, and they certainly do not capture what could be. Social interactions, net-
works, and the public goods provided by government more often are a greater 
generator of mobility than individual effort. It is possible to grow the pie so that 
more get pieces. What is on offer as benefits need not be finite.

A distorted view of history further contributes to the politics of resent-
ment. Many Americans wear rose-colored glasses when they recount the 
post–World War II era of prosperity, homeownership, good jobs, and the 

absence of social conflict. According to the surveys, trust in government was high 
then, and it has descended, with ups and downs, ever since. Graphs like Figure 2 
are common in the literature–and in the essays in this volume.17
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But there is an alternative story, too often neglected in the public conversation. 
The graphs do not start until after World War II. If they started in the 1930s, the 
1950s might look like a blip. Equally important, the reigning narrative of the 1950s 
golden age neglects how much those who prospered depended on trustworthy 
and large-scale government programs to build the highway system and other ma-
jor infrastructure and subsidize house construction, homeownership, and col-
lege educations, among a whole array of other goods and services. The narrative 
also neglects the fact that there was always an “other America” left out of these 
programs and benefits.18 Trust in government, even as measured by surveys, was 
hardly uniform among the U.S. population. There were racial, class, and gener-
ational differences. It is also obvious in the surveys that who is president affects 
public perceptions. There have always been partisan divides. Although, arguably, 
they are significantly deeper now than in the 1950s. There has also always been a 
gap between the respective assessments of local, state, and federal government. 
People generally feel more confident in the governments closest to them. Recent 
surveys confirm the persistence of that gap generally in the United States.19 

Yet, as argued above, there are other ways to approach the relationship be-
tween citizens and government than a focus on surveys that ask what people think 
of government in general. These questions evoke answers that can reflect how 
much the respondents like particular politicians, or how irritated they are by the 

Figure 2
Public Trust in Government, 1958–2022

Source: Pew Research Center, “Public Trust in Government: 1958–2022,”  
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/06/06/public-trust-in-government-1958-2022.
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federal tax authority or their state’s Department of Motor Vehicles. The focus of 
survey questions should instead be on specific agencies and actors within govern-
ment.20 Even better is to consider not just answers to survey questions but actual 
behaviors in terms of compliance and resistance. Then the investigation can turn 
to how and why people vary in their perceptions of relatively objective attributes 
of a trustworthy government, its agents, and agencies. 

The COVID pandemic, while a nightmare for all of us, is also a dream oppor-
tunity for social scientists trying to tease out such questions as: How does 
a trustworthy government affect both the course of the disease and the 

response of the citizens? What are the best mechanisms for informing the public 
about science and having them believe it? And how can we determine the varia-
tion in responses among populations within a given polity, as well as responses of 
subgroups to different levels of government and different agencies? Experiences 
with COVID since February 2020 provide a wealth of data within countries and 
across them, and some first-rate analyses are beginning to emerge from the flood 
of papers taking advantage of the data. 

In any kind of regime, it is important to evoke as much willing compliance as 
possible, even when compliance is legally required.21 In a democracy, behavior-
al consent is foundational to the system and thus even more critical to achieve. 
And it appears, as I expected, that rates of voluntary compliance with government 
recommendations for social distancing, mask wearing, business and school clo-
sures, and vaccinations reflect the perceived trustworthiness of government and 
its agencies.22 The more a subset of the population has confidence in a govern-
ment agent or agency, the higher the behavioral consent will be, and the lower the 
level of resistance to mandates, ceteris paribus. 

There are, of course, always complicating factors. Conformism can sometimes 
do much of the work, but, as we know from simple perception as well as from his-
torical cases, different groups develop different social norms. In the United States 
today, party identifications determine, and are determined by, different sets of 
norms. There is a partisan difference in confidence in the information provided 
and in the federal government, and there is also a partisan divide in behavioral 
responses. Republican voters are less trusting but also often less informed, and 
Republican governors are less likely to impose stringent rules on their constitu-
ents.23 Other subgroups, particularly those who are less educated and less well-
off, are also less likely to comply, but trust is only part of the reason. As a British 
study reveals, those less able to afford compliance are, not surprisingly, less likely 
to comply, and as the U.S. data show, some people hesitate to get vaccinated out of 
fear of losing work time and, thus, pay.24

The source and content of the message also matter: They can resonate with 
the social norms of the group, or not; and alleviate the group’s reasons for dis-
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trusting government, or not. Some of the most compelling work on this question 
comes from studies of the mobilization of religious practices in the control of 
smallpox and Ebola. For example, in her study of the variation to the uptake of the  
smallpox vaccine in China and India in the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, political scientist Prerna Singh uncovered profound distrust of anything that 
came from the colonizers. However, China employed messengers–and messages– 
that resonated with its culture, thus essentially ending smallpox. India did not ef-
fectively eradicate the disease until the 1970s, when local religious leaders joined 
the effort.25 In these studies of earlier vaccines, as well as in the present case, it is 
becoming very clear that community engagement in how to handle public health 
mandates and recommendations is an important component of securing willing 
compliance.26

COVID vaccination uptake in the United States is the story of an objective-
ly trustworthy federal government facing disbelief and distrust in its messaging 
by at least some of the population. A recent study reveals that vaccine-hesitant  
Republicans are likely to take positive cues from Republican elites, but to harden  
their opposition to cues from Democratic elites.27 One cross-country analysis 
suggests that when the government leader’s policies are put in terms of the harms 
noncompliance would cause, trust in the leader decreases. Framing the policies in 
terms of benefits enhances trust in the leader.28 Moreover, compliance increases 
when the message comes from more trusted local sources, be they municipal gov-
ernments, religious leaders, pharmacists, or one’s own doctors.29

Some of the most interesting observations appear in the COVID States Proj-
ects series, one of which examines decisions about vaccination and masking 
among the U.S. population. Using online surveys that include both open-ended 
and close-ended questions, the authors found that 67 percent of the respondents 
were vaccinated, 15 percent were unvaccinated but “willing,” and 18 percent were 
both unvaccinated and “resistant.”30 Focusing on the unvaccinated, they found 
that the major reasons had largely to do with perceptions of risk, often reflecting 
lack of good communication more than misinformation. Also significant, though 
not nearly to the same degree, was distrust of various institutions, agencies, and 
actors who were critical to the creation and delivery of the vaccine. These results 
get further confirmation in a later study in the series, in which the authors analyze 
groups who choose not to wear masks.31 This report also confirms the argument 
that the messenger matters. Indeed, the data shown in Figure 3 suggest that there 
may not be a widespread distrust in science per se, but a lack of confidence, partic-
ularly (but not only) among the unvaccinated, in agencies and agents of govern-
ments interpreting and applying science.32 

When democratic governments move toward mandating vaccinations and 
lockdowns, the question becomes whether the public reacts positively or negative-
ly to legal requirements. Mandating vaccinations could crowd out voluntary com-
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pliance among many who would otherwise be willing to get vaccinated.33 Howev-
er, the most recent evidence suggests that, at least in the United States, a mandate 
can enhance vaccine uptake by those who were hesitant rather than resistant.34 

Cross-national and cross-regional data reveal that the objective effectiveness 
and capacity of government positively correlate with compliance with COVID re-
quirements.35 However, effectiveness is but should not be the only basis for trust-
worthiness. There is also procedural fairness and, as I will argue and as the evi-
dence on COVID reveals, engagement of various communities. So, there is a lot 
left to learn from the pandemic experience. 

Figure 3
Trust in Handling the Coronavirus Pandemic by Vaccination Status and Mask Use

Source: Anjuli Shere, Kristin Lunz Trujillo, Alexi Quintana, et al., “The COVID States  
Project #67: Who Are the Masked Unvaccinated and the Unmasked Vaccinated?” The 
COVID-19 Consortium for Understanding the Public’s Policy Preferences across States, 
October 15, 2021, https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/4cr7a.
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There is also a lot we have learned: most importantly, perhaps, how differ-
ent subpopulations need distinctive messages from authorities they find 
credible and who listen to requests and concerns expressed by the sub-

group members.
Democracies fail to be perceived as trustworthy by some of their crucial publics 

when there is inadequate institutional attention to the many groups that constitute 
those democracies. Yes, most democracies guarantee minority rights and recognize 
the varied demands of multiple races, ethnicities, and creeds. But how we recognize 
those demands comes up against the standard of universalism, a defining quality of 
rule of law and of liberal democracies. Democratic polities still hold high the value 
of treating all citizens the same, ceteris paribus. The vote count, the law, and many bu-
reaucratic regulations are based on universalistic principles, even if not always im-
plemented universalistically. Yet, in considering something like social distancing, 
perhaps rules need to be better tailored to varying contexts. Rural populations are 
not the same as urban, and poor people have different problems than the rich. Many 
public policies do indeed tailor policies and implementation to the needs and norms 
of particular constituencies, but with COVID–as in many other cases–the starting 
point lacked nuance. Universalism is not the same as uniform treatment.

The introduction of the principle of impartial government was a corrective to 
the corruption and favoritism that long pervaded American democracy.36 In the 
nineteenth and even much of the twentieth centuries, nearly all high-income cap-
italist democracies suffered from significant corruption and discriminatory prac-
tices that infused their courts, legislatures, executives, and bureaucracies, among 
other institutions.37 Although the low-scale and petty corruption of political ma-
chines has been virtually obliterated (versus bribes by big companies or campaign 
contributors, let alone the “big lie”), discriminatory practices still persist. How-
ever, the corrective introduced new problems that themselves now require correc-
tion: impartial bureaucratic and technocratic decision-making and implementa-
tion became an excuse for indifference and a way to ignore difference. 

Indeed, many bureaucratic agencies appear to interpret universalistic princi-
ples as one-size-fits-all. As a member of the Societal Expert Advisory Network of 
the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, I was struck in 
some of our earlier meetings by how many of the public health experts believed 
a single top-down communication by experts would work generally.38 As policy-
makers and experts soon realized–and as this essay documents–different pub-
lics need distinctly different messages and messengers.39 

But the recognition that universalism does not always require uniform policy 
also increases already existing tensions in the creation and maintenance of trust-
worthy government. Whether in the form of affirmative action or school choice 
or lockdown exceptions, distinctions may introduce new bases for mistrust by 
those who feel the programs create inequities. And a process that permits engage-
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ment by affected communities may lead to reductions in effectiveness in some do-
mains in order to respect community norms. For example, the outsourcing of cer-
tain welfare and education functions to nonprofits and religious institutions in 
the United States made some groups happier and perhaps even better off, but it 
increased disparities and lowered standards of service overall.40 

The research as well as our recent experience with COVID produce yet anoth-
er finding or, perhaps, a reminder. When a policy depends on the most up-to-
date science, military intelligence, or other expertise, too much trust of experts 
can lead to tragic mistakes–à la the war in Iraq or the deadline for the withdraw-
al from Afghanistan–and too little trust can lead to populations resisting what 
might save their lives–à la vaccines for COVID. As with so much of life, we need 
to find the balance. 

William H. Smyth, a California engineer, invented the word technocracy in 1919 
to describe “the rule of the people made effective through the agency of their ser-
vants, the scientists and engineers.”41 Inspired by Edward Bellamy, Thorstein 
Veblen, and others who were eager to design a better world and government, as 
well as by the ideas of the scientific management school of Fredrick Taylor, there 
developed a belief that reliance on experts would lead to socially optimal out-
comes.42 But that logic followed from three fundamental and mistaken assump-
tions that persist today. The first is that individuals, albeit rational in many ways, 
always make decisions based on the best evidence and strategy for their personal 
self-interest. The second is that experts can adequately forecast problems, despite 
the complexity of both the world and the problems. The third is that understand-
ing of issues in one domain is necessarily transferable to another. 

The disarray and polarization in so many democratic polities serve as a wake-
up call that a democratic government has a responsibility not only to enact poli-
cies but to enhance social solidarity among the citizens, even those distrustful of 
each other. The experience of COVID in the United States is an example of how 
not to do this. One would have hoped that COVID would bring the polity together, 
the way wars and natural disasters often do. It had the reverse effect, amplifying 
preexisting divisions and perhaps creating new ones. This effect was, in part, be-
cause sharp partisan divides fueled mistrust of the political leadership, whether 
President Trump or President Biden. But there is no question that the Trump ad-
ministration fumbled the initial response and undermined the credibility of its 
own agencies that had been designed to be apolitical. Trump illustrates the case of 
elected politicians not only mistrusting the government apparatus but ensuring 
their constituents did as well. 

If properly designed and managed according to norms of fairness, the best gov-
ernments meet their obligations while assisting citizens to define and meet 
theirs. Governments can do this through a set of participatory democratic in-
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stitutional arrangements that enable people to gain, elicit, and challenge infor-
mation, and thus develop realistic beliefs about the world and their own ability 
to act in it. Such a government elicits an expanded and inclusive community of 
fate whose members are willing to make sacrifices on behalf of those with whom 
they believe their destinies, and their descendants’ destinies, are entwined, even 
distant strangers who can never directly reciprocate.43 Certainly, there will be 
disagreements and conflicts, but these can be civil and lead to compromises that 
make everyone better off.

To build an expanded and inclusive community of fate requires adequate rec-
ognition and incorporation of diversity in its myriad forms.44 In practice, that 
means developing empathy for those who seem different. Sociologist Arlie Rus-
sell Hochschild’s application of the metaphor of standing in line patiently waiting 
might be appropriate to a world of limited resources and relative stability. But as 
COVID and climate change both make clear, the better analogy may be that we are 
all confronting natural disasters that could hit us at any moment, but each of our 
communities faces different threats (floods, droughts, disease, hurricanes, earth-
quakes) with variable impacts. While we all know for sure that something will 
affect us sooner or later, we have no certainty about exactly where and when and 
to what degree. Each of these disasters requires remedial resources beyond either 
individual or local capacities; we are interdependent. All of us must be ready both 
to protect ourselves and to help those who are directly in harm’s way with our own 
contributions. 

But as COVID and natural disasters reveal, such efforts will not be enough. Our 
responsibility as citizens of a democracy requires us to engage in establishing a 
government capable of effective and fair intervention, a competent and trust-
worthy government that has built the infrastructure, physical and social, that al-
lows us to respond rapidly and to good effect. Democratic citizenship carries the 
additional responsibility of holding the government accountable, ensuring it will 
be there to do its part for the common weal. We must reestablish the virtuous cy-
cle of government and our belief in its trustworthiness. 

If there is one takeaway from the overview of efforts to evoke citizen compli-
ance in a democracy, it is that one size does not fit all. There are multiple reasons 
for the lack of behavioral consent with recommendations and mandates. We are 
only relearning the lesson that in highly pluralistic and democratic societies, trust-
worthy institutions must be built upon the variety of contexts and understandings 
that constitute the populace. There is not one public, but many. Respecting dif-
ferences while building the capacities of people to engage productively with each 
other and with government can transform mistrust of each other and our institu-
tions into trust–or at least tolerance. 
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Trust in Elections

Charles Stewart III

The sometimes violent movement to reject the outcome of the 2020 U.S. presiden-
tial election draws our attention to the topic of trust in the institution of American 
election administration. An examination of this topic must make an important dis-
tinction between trust in elections (a psychological construct) and the trustworthi-
ness of election results (a legal construct). The history of election administration 
in the United States is full of examples of efforts to increase the trustworthiness of 
elections to ensure that results are based on fair and competent administration. The 
resilience of these efforts was on display following the 2020 election, as formal in-
stitutions rejected claims that the election was fraudulent. Still, the past two decades 
have seen a decline in trust in American elections that has primarily been driven by a 
slow but steady decline in trust among Republicans. Surprisingly, the increased po-
larization in trust most recently has been due more to Democrats suddenly becoming 
more trusting. Election officials must continue to try to overcome attacks on trust in 
the system, but it is unclear how long they can sustain the legal system guarantee-
ing free and fair elections without broad-based public trust in how we administer 
elections.

Trust is declining in American institutions of all sorts. Elections are thought 
to be no exception. It is difficult to pin a precise date on when trust in  
elections became a concern, but academic and commercial polling on the 

subject did not begin until the recount-controversy in Florida during the 2000 pres-
idential election, when the results of the election were determined by poor ballot 
design, poorly maintained election technologies, and shifting recount standards.1 
Two decades later, the persistent claims by supporters of Donald Trump that the 
outcome of the 2020 election was fraudulent; the invasion of the U.S. Capitol on 
January 6, 2021, in support of those claims; and activity in state legislatures to  
impose greater controls on the administration of elections in the name of “voter 
confidence” all suggest that trust in American electoral institutions has reached a 
new low.

But the reality is more complicated than this. By the most common measures 
of voter confidence, Americans were more confident in the electoral machinery 
following the 2020 election than they were in 2016. The difference is they were 
more polarized over the question in 2020. This polarization was not fueled by ev-
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idence of the shortcomings of election administration, but by basic psychological 
factors, such as emotions and motivated reasoning.

Concern over the trustworthiness of American elections stretches back cen-
turies. Controls against ineligible voters casting ballots and the stuffing of ballot  
boxes have been in place since the beginning of the Republic. Greater attention to 
controlling access to the ballot box and preventing procedural irregularities was a 
major feature of Progressive Era reforms pursued around the turn of the twentieth 
century. With the rights revolution of the mid-twentieth century, greater attention 
was paid to expanding access to voting, leading to major enactments such as the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965 and passage of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution, which granted eighteen-year-olds the right to vote. States made it eas-
ier to vote by eliminating excuse-requirements to cast absentee ballots, establishing 
in-person early voting, and generally innovating in “convenience voting” measures. 
The passage in 1993 of the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) mandated the 
elimination of barriers to register, limited the removal of voters from voting rolls, 
and was nicknamed “Motor Voter” because it required departments of motor ve-
hicles to offer voter-registration forms to anyone applying for a state identification 
card.2 Still, the NVRA  contained requirements that states regularly perform “list 
maintenance” to keep the voter rolls accurate. The Help America Vote Act of 2002 
ushered in a two-decade-long trend toward increasing voter ID requirements.3

Discussing trust in elections requires an examination of two major ways of un-
derstanding the topic: through law and public opinion. In this essay, I first set the 
terms of debate, distinguishing confidence in the conduct of elections from related  
ideas of trust in the electoral process overall and government legitimacy. I then 
examine the layering of legal controls over election administration in the United 
States, and evidence about how well they have performed. Next, I turn my atten-
tion to the public-opinion data. In concluding, I discuss the difficulty of restoring 
trust in American elections and the value of maintaining trustworthiness even if 
many Americans remain distrustful.

What do I mean when I speak of confidence in American elections? How 
can confidence in American elections be differentiated from related 
ideas of trust in the American electoral process, trust in government, 

and political legitimacy?
When I write of confidence in American elections, I refer specifically to the 

work of election managers who are charged with ensuring that elections are fair. 
For ease of discussion, I will call the institution in which election managers toil 
election administration. Election administration is an institution to the degree that 
it is distinct from other governing processes and guided by formal rules and reg-
ularized practices. However, election administration is not a single organization, 
so we cannot think of it being institutionalized or trusted in the sense that the U.S. 
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president or Congress might be.4 Still, it is no more of a stretch to call election ad-
ministration an institution than it is to call journalism, organized religion, or law 
enforcement institutions.

Election administration interacts with a larger set of institutions, actors, and 
processes to help form the American electoral system. The performance of all 
these agents together lends credibility to the outcome of an election: whether it is 
considered by citizens and the international community to be fair and legitimate.

Academic studies evaluating the performance of the American electoral system 
often conflate the institution of election administration with the larger American 
electoral system itself. This conflation is most easily seen in surveys when Amer-
icans are asked if they believe an election was “free and fair,” or when academics 
score the United States and other countries according to the integrity of their elec-
tions. One highly visible project that rates national elections around the world, the 
Electoral Integrity Project, assesses aspects of elections that easily fall within elec-
tion administration (the accuracy of voter registration rolls), exist on the bound-
aries (bribery of voters), and are clearly outside it (media coverage of candidates).5

Focusing the question even more narrowly, scholars have sought to understand 
how confidence or trust in election administration relates to the broader question of 
confidence in the electoral process, and the still broader question of trust in govern-
ment. Political scientist Paul Gronke has noted that, since 2000, the topic of elec-
tion trust in the United States has tended to be framed in terms of the competency 
of the process–whether votes were counted accurately, for example–rather than 
in terms of overall system-fairness, which is the tendency in studies of other coun-
tries.6 In the United States, research has tended to show that public trust in the  
administration of elections is judged on performance, and is quite distinct from 
attitudes about regime legitimacy or trust in the performance of government 
overall.

Public trust in U.S. election institutions comes down to whether voting ma-
chines accurately record votes, voter registration systems accurately record those 
eligible to vote, geographic information systems accurately assign voters to voting 
districts, election-night reporting systems accurately aggregate and communicate 
election results to officials and the public, and postelection audit and canvassing 
procedures proceed impartially and in accordance with the law. The canonical 
question to gauge voter confidence focuses specifically on the tabulation of bal-
lots–how confident are you that votes counted in the recent election were count-
ed as intended?–but studies have found that answers to this specific question are 
highly correlated with the varied ways the auditors pose the question.

What, then, of trust in the institution of election administration? Here 
I make an important distinction between trustworthiness and trust. I use 
trustworthy in the simple sense of its definition from Merriam-Webster,  
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“worthy of confidence: dependable.”7 It is a quality that can be attached to the 
conduct of a particular election. It measures the degree to which a reasonable, im-
partial observer would agree that the declared winner of an election actually won, 
and that the election was conducted as prescribed. Trustworthiness is built by the 
rules of the game. It forms the basis on which formal authorities, ranging from lo-
cal elections boards to state and federal courts, adjudicate the results.

I use trust to distinguish the psychological construct that describes the con-
clusion reached by the public about the functioning of the process. Trust is in-
fluenced by a combination of factors, most notably: direct observation of the  
process, hearsay from friends and neighbors, and interpretations of the trustwor-
thiness of the election as communicated by the media and political elites.

To understand the trustworthiness of American elections, we must consider 
the formal procedures by which elections are conducted, both in theory and prac-
tice. Here, I focus narrowly on the process that regulates the interaction of voters 
with the process: how voters are registered, which candidates they can vote for, 
how votes are collected and tabulated, and how results are certified. If the process 
is conducted fairly and competently, and the results are determined by the actions 
of voters–rather than actors such as military juntas, corrupt party machines, or 
private oligarchs–we can call this a trustworthy election.

The trustworthiness of elections is guarded worldwide by electoral manage-
ment bodies (EMBs). In the United States, they go by many names: Secretary of 
State, elections department, board of elections, supervisor of elections, and so 
on.8 EMBs are–or should be–separate from the other actors and processes that 
constitute the electoral system. To borrow a sports metaphor, they are responsible 
for ensuring that the playing field is level and that the outcome is determined sole-
ly by the competitors’ activity on the field. The metaphor is imperfect, of course. 
It breaks down to the degree that American EMBs are not charged with adjudicat-
ing and punishing those who “play dirty,” leaving much of the refereeing to other 
actors, such as the courts, the media, and voters themselves.

One major strand in the history of election administration in the United States 
has been the accretion of laws, rules, and practices aimed at guarding the fairness 
and accuracy of elections, and making them more trustworthy in the process.9 Be-
cause American election administration is a subject for the states, the regulation 
of elections has largely been left to state constitutions and legislatures.10 States 
typically delegate the conduct of elections to local governmental units–coun-
ties in most of the country, but municipalities in New England, Michigan, and 
Wisconsin.

The greatest explosion of efforts to safeguard the lawfulness of elections and 
limit the influence of violence and particularism occurred during the Progressive 
Era, stretching from roughly 1890 to 1920. This period gave the United States a host 
of integrity-enhancing features most now take for granted, including the secret 
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ballot, government printing of the ballot, regulation of ballot access, widespread 
voter registration, prohibitions against electioneering near the polls, mechanical 
vote-tabulation, and publication of precinct-level registration and election-return 
statistics.11 These developments remain the touchstone for thinking about the 
challenges that beset the integrity of elections and the best approaches to secur-
ing elections regardless. The cultural influence of late-nineteenth-century frauds 
and their “cures” have so dominated thinking in the election administration field 
that more modern threats to election integrity, such as hacking, disinformation 
campaigns, doxing, and cyberattacks, have been difficult to acknowledge and ad-
dress using modern tools.

Nonetheless, the evolution of voting practices in the United States has led to 
advances in security procedures. These advances have given rise to the adoption 
of business-control practices in election administration, most importantly, post-
election auditing, but also practices such as logic-and-accuracy testing of election 
equipment and chain-of-custody requirements for election materials.12 

This account of efforts to shore up the fairness and accuracy of elections has 
hewed close to the standard good-government narrative that usually accompa-
nies discussions of the history of election administration reform. Undoubtedly,  
polling places are less violent than they were a century and a half ago, and election 
results are much less likely to be undermined by corrupt dealing. These advances 
have been possible in large part because of the developments just reviewed. Still, 
most of these reforms have come with costs.

Take voter registration. Having accurate election registries is an internationally  
recognized sign of clean election administration. At the same time, the motiva-
tions behind requiring registration in the United States have often been suppres-
sive. The first widespread adoption of voter-registration requirements coincided 
with the surge of late-nineteenth-century immigration, especially into the cities 
of the North and the Midwest. State legislatures, dominated by rural members, 
sought to limit the political influence of cities and their large ethnic populations. 
Thus, the earliest voter registration laws only applied to cities. As late as the 1960s 
and 1970s, eight states imposed voter-registration requirements, but generally 
only on their largest municipalities.13

Another cost of voting reform came through voter-identification laws. In re-
cent years, conflict over these laws has emerged through the competing interests 
of security and access, with supporters advocating for what seems like an obvious 
barrier against fraud, and opponents decrying their suppressive effects. Despite 
charges that identification laws are discriminatory because fewer people in ra-
cial minority groups have state-issued photographic identification, the Supreme 
Court has generally upheld the laws. In writing the majority opinion in the Su-
preme Court’s Marion County decision, Justice John Paul Stevens argued that In-
diana had a right to protect public confidence “in the integrity and legitimacy of 
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representative government,” further quoting the 2005 report from the Commis-
sion on the Federal Election Reform: “the electoral system cannot inspire public 
confidence if no safeguards exist to deter or detect fraud or to confirm the identity 
of voters.”14 Although legal justifications for strict photo ID laws have rested on 
the states’ interest in safeguarding public confidence in elections, academic re-
search following on the Marion County decision has consistently shown that the 
presence of photo ID laws has not increased voter confidence.15

The controversy over auditing the results of the 2020 elections is the most re-
cent example of intuition colliding with evidence over how to maintain the trust-
worthiness and trust in elections. Starting with California in the 1960s, states be-
gan passing laws mandating statistical sampling of ballots after elections so they 
could be recounted and the results audited. Such postelection audit laws are now 
common. More recently, advances in the statistical literature have led to more so-
phisticated techniques that go under the heading of risk-limiting audits, which 
are slowly being rolled out.16 Georgia, one of the states with such a law, used it 
to demonstrate the correctness of its presidential election tally in 2020. However, 
2020 election deniers still insisted on conducting entirely irregular “forensic au-
dits” in states such as Arizona (by a company called Cyber Ninjas) and Wisconsin 
(by Michael Gableman, former state supreme court justice), which were without 
standards or precedent in election administration.17 These audits have confused 
efforts to provide rigor to postelection review. They have likely reinforced distrust 
among skeptics while doing nothing to bolster trustworthiness itself.

Considerable effort has been spent over the past century and a half to rein-
force the integrity of American elections. What does the public think about 
this? Unfortunately, the answer is far from straightforward. Research by 

political scientists Shaun Bowler and Todd Donovan suggests that institutional 
reform has little influence on whether citizens believe elections to be clean, either 
in the United States or the rest of the world.18 

Analysis of the question often starts with comparing the United States with 
other countries. Since 1981, the World Values Survey has regularly surveyed res-
idents of scores of nations about social and political issues.19 Between 2016 and 
2020, respondents from fifty-two countries were asked how often they believed 
votes were counted fairly and that election officials were fair in their country. Re-
spondents from the United States were in the middle of the pack of democracies 
in terms of trust, but lagged the most developed democracies that many would 
consider America’s peers: New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and Japan.

Studies like this are vague with respect to which levels of election administra-
tion respondents have in mind and, in the American case, are limited in the degree 
to which they help reveal the dynamics of trust.20 With those objections in mind, 
I turn to the questions that have been used most often to gauge voter confidence 
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in the two decades since Bush v. Gore. The core question, first asked in the context 
of the breakdowns of voting machines and election procedures in Florida in 2000, 
is: How confident are you that your vote was counted as you intended in the most 
recent election? Variants can gauge attitudes about anticipated elections (How 
confident are you that your vote will be counted as you intend?), and about the accu-
racy of election administration at different levels of government (How confident 
are you that votes in your state were counted as intended?).

In prior research coauthored with political scientist Michael Sances, we as-
sembled all public opinion studies about trust in U.S. elections, starting with data 
collected surrounding the 2000 election and continuing to 2012.21 Working with 
political scientist Jesse Clark, I have here updated the data collection to include 
studies through the 2020 election.22 

Figure 1 summarizes responses to all polls from academic and commercial 
sources over the past two decades that have asked about voter confidence. Al-
though the various polling organizations ask questions that are worded slightly 
differently, they are nonetheless very similar and track similarly across time. Pol-
ling organizations have regularly asked about confidence that the respondent’s 
“own” vote and votes nationwide were counted properly. Polling organizations 
generally give respondents the option of using a four- or five-point scale. Figure 1 
shows the percentage of respondents who gave the “most confident” response to 
the question posed.

Regardless of whether results are broken down by party identification, con-
fidence that one’s own vote has been counted typically outpaced confidence in 
the counting of the nation’s votes by approximately 40 percentage points over 
the past two decades. Among all voters, confidence in the counting of both one’s 
own vote and in the nation’s votes gradually declined slowly in parallel during the 
years 2000–2016.

When we examine responses by identifiers of the two main parties separate-
ly, we see that downward pressure on confidence–of both measures–has been 
exerted primarily by Republicans. In the Republican “own vote” series, we see a 
result that suggests that confidence among Republicans declined by an average 
of 10.8 percentage points every presidential election across those five presidential 
elections.23 The average decline in the “country’s vote” series was even greater at 
a decline of 14.9 points per presidential election cycle. Democrats, on the other 
hand, exhibited no secular trend throughout this period, going up a little when 
Democrats were doing well nationally and down a little when they did poorly.24 

These series took a turn in 2018 that accelerated in 2020. Nationwide, the average 
level of confidence in one’s own vote being counted as intended rose slightly among 
all voters from 54 percent in 2016 to 56 percent in 2018. For the country’s votes, it 
rose from 24 percent to 32 percent.25 After rising from 44 percent in 2016 to 57  
percent in 2018, Republican confidence in the counting of their own vote fell back 
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Figure 1
Voter Confidence in the Accuracy of the Vote Count, 2000–2020

Each point represents an individual poll. Trend lines are calculated using median-spline  
regressions. Original data reported in Michael W. Sances and Charles Stewart III, “Partisan-
ship and Confidence in the Vote Count: Evidence from U.S. National Elections since 2000,” 
Electoral Studies 40 (1) (2015): 176–188. Data updated by Jesse T. Clark and Charles Stewart III, 
“The Confidence Earthquake: Seismic Shifts in Trust and Reform Sentiments in the 2020 
Election,” presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association,  
virtual conference, April 15–18, 2021.
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down to 37 percent in 2020. Republican confidence in the counting of the coun-
try’s votes was around 20 percent in both 2016 and 2018 before falling to 8 percent 
in 2020. In contrast, Democratic confidence grew to historic highs (at least for this 
twenty-year period). Confidence in counting one’s own vote grew from 62 percent 
in 2016 to 72 percent in 2020. Confidence in counting the nation’s votes rose a stag-
gering amount among Democrats, from 29 percent in 2016 to 52 percent in 2020.

These long-term trends frame the rest of the empirical analysis in this essay. 
The sudden turn in 2020 among all respondents is striking, but it is important to 
distinguish the paths taken by respondents who identify with the two parties. For 
Republicans, the decline in 2020 was a continuation of a two-decade-long decline 
in confidence in the vote count, after an uncharacteristic uptick in 2018. For Dem-
ocrats, the upward swing in confidence in 2020 was uncharacteristic of the steady 
pattern of the preceding two decades. 

Perhaps the 2020 Democratic upswing was due to the euphoria over the victo-
ry of Joseph Biden over Donald Trump, but one must wonder whether Democrats’ 
responses to the confidence questions in 2020 were influenced by a strong nega-
tive repudiation of Trump’s calling the results of the election into question. At the 
very least, it bears underscoring that if the two parties diverged dramatically in 
how confident they are in the voting process, that divergence seems to be more af-
fected by changes in Democratic responses than to changes among Republicans.

This discussion of voter confidence over the past two decades suggests there 
are two major dimensions of voter confidence to explore. The first is the 
sharp divide in confidence across levels of voter experience, national and 

personal. The other is partisan. These two dimensions suggest different dynam-
ics that drive attitudes about election administration, one based on direct experi-
ence, and the other mediated by political elites.

When it comes to experience, there is little doubt why voters express such 
high confidence that their votes are counted as intended: their experiences vot-
ing are remarkably positive. This has been documented quadrennially since 2008, 
through the Survey of the Performance of American Elections (SPAE), which asks 
questions of voters about their experience while casting a ballot. In 2020, it que-
ried 18,200 respondents who were registered to vote.26

Among validated in-person voters who responded to the 2020 SPAE, almost 
everyone reported a positive experience when they went to cast a ballot. For in-
stance, 98 percent of in-person voters reported no problems with their registra-
tion when they went to vote, 97 percent reported no problems with the voting 
equipment, 98 percent reported that the polling place they used was run very well 
or okay, and 96 percent reported that the performance of the poll workers they en-
countered was excellent or good. Eighty-seven percent of respondents agreed that 
their voting experience had been mostly positive.
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Although the reported experience of voters was overwhelmingly positive, 
the answers from those who had negative experiences help to further illustrate 
the connection between voters’ experience and voter confidence. Among the 94 
percent of in-person voters who agreed their experience was mostly positive, 94  
percent were confident their vote was counted as intended; for the 6 percent who 
had a negative experience, only 68 percent trusted that their vote was counted as 
intended.27 

Some might object that framing the question in terms of the accuracy of the vote 
count only partially reflects the confidence a voter might have that their ballot and 
the ballots of their neighbors were treated fairly. To address this objection, the SPAE 
asked a series of questions in 2020 about perceptions of fairness by officials at var-
ious levels of election administration.28 Among those who reported a mostly posi-
tive experience, 89 percent said they thought local election officials were committed 
to “making sure elections in the United States are fair and accurate,” compared with 
62 percent among those who did not report a mostly positive experience.29

Direct voter experience is not the only driver of voter confidence: party also 
determines attitudes about electoral trust. Experts have long recognized that par-
ty influence complicates voter confidence according to which party is in power 
and which is in opposition. Research into this question has focused on the winner- 
loser gap in trust. The pattern by which supporters of the winning party tend to 
express greater trust in the election has been well-established. In addition, the 
role of losing candidates in consenting to their losses has been shown to be a  
powerful factor in maintaining regime legitimacy, beyond the assessment of how 
well the election was run.30

The winner-loser gap was clear in the 2020 election. One of the most visible 
examples was the Economist/YouGov tracking poll that regularly posed two vot-
er confidence questions several times before and after the 2020 election: “How 
much confidence do you have that your vote in the 2020 presidential election [will 
be/was] counted accurately?” and “How much confidence do you have that the 
2020 presidential election [will be held/was held] fairly?” The percentage of re-
spondents answering “a great deal” or “quite a bit” is displayed in Figure 2.31 

The Republican-Democratic divide was present both before and after Election 
Day, but the change that occurred immediately after Election Day was stark. Be-
fore Election Day, an average 63 percent of Democrats expressed a great deal or 
quite a bit of confidence that their vote would be counted accurately in the elec-
tion, compared with 52 percent of Republicans, for an 11-point gap. Within a day 
of the election, that gap grew to 45 points (93 percent for Democrats versus 48 per-
cent for Republicans). The same was true when respondents were asked about 
the 2020 election being fair. What had been an average 8-point gap before Elec-
tion Day (54 percent Democrats to 46 percent Republicans) grew to 59 points (84  
percent Democrats to 25 percent Republicans) as soon as the results were known.
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The dynamics of electoral trust in 2020 was a product of the campaign and 
elite rhetoric. Because of the exigencies of voting amid the COVID-19  public 
health emergency, many states made accommodations to their absentee- 

ballot laws to discourage large numbers of voters congregating in person on Elec-
tion Day.32 Although these accommodations were mostly bipartisan during the 
primary season in the spring and summer, as the general election loomed, they be-
came much more politicized. President Trump frequently made statements cast-
ing doubt on the legitimacy of mail balloting, which were amplified by his surro-
gates, notably, Attorney General William Barr.33

We can see evidence that the Trump team’s relentless rhetoric against mail 
balloting influenced trust in the election in answers respondents made to the 
2020 SPAE question, “How confident are you that votes in your state were counted  

Figure 2
Trust in an Accurate and Fair Presidential Election, 2020

Graphs show the percentage of respondents who answered “a great deal” or “quite a bit” to 
the following questions: “How much confidence do you have that your vote in the 2020 pres-
idential election [will be/was] counted accurately?” And “How much confidence do you have 
that the 2020 presidential election [will be held/was held] fairly?” Answers from indepen-
dents are not displayed, but are included in the “all respondents” plots. Source: Author’s com-
pilation of data from Economist/YouGov polls.

Election Day Election Day
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as intended?” Figure 3 displays the average responses of Democratic and Repub-
lican partisans in each state, plotting the percentage responding “very confident” 
against the percentage of the two-party vote received by Trump. The lines super-
imposed on the data tokens were estimated by linear regression and summarize 
the various factors that influenced citizen trust in their states’ election admin-
istration in 2020. The figure, first, displays the responses from Republican and 
Democratic identifiers separately. Then, in each panel, I show the average answers 
from respondents who lived in states where more than half the ballots were cast 
by mail (solid squares) and fewer than half the ballots were cast by mail (hollow 
squares). The regression lines fit to the data in Figure 3 are based on one final sub-
set of the data: whether Donald Trump won the state (that is, the two-party vote 
share was greater than 50 percent) or lost. 

Four patterns stand out in Figure 3, all of which are related to the winner- 
loser effect interacting with elite rhetoric. First, Democrats were much more confi-
dent in their state’s vote count than Republicans. Second, Republicans were much 
less confident in their state’s vote count when Trump lost the state than when 
he won. (The analogous pattern among Democrats was much less prominent.) 
Third, whether or not Trump won the state, Republicans were much less trust-
ing when the results were close. Finally, in states Trump lost, confidence was low-
er still when most ballots had been cast by mail–by an average of 15 percentage  
points. Figure 3 quantifies how elite framing of election-administration issues influ-
enced citizen trust after the election. These are patterns not regularly seen in recent 
elections.34 

Voter confidence can be influenced not only by national politicians, but by 
state politicians as well. Following the 2020 election, Republican-controlled state 
legislatures produced a flurry of activity, writing a record number of legislative 
proposals to restrict voter access and, in at least two cases, sponsoring highly vis-
ible forensic audits that relitigated the outcome of the election, and keeping par-
tisan questions about the reliability of local election administration in the public 
eye for a long time. 

It is notable that although the 2021 state legislative sessions produced a record 
number of bills to restrict voting access, these sessions did not produce a record 
number of passages.35 Many states narrowly lost by Trump had both Republican 
state legislatures and Democratic governors who threatened to veto Republican 
election legislation. In addition, many of the proposals thrown into the legislative 
hopper were simply bad ideas that died once local election officials and political 
consultants–especially Republican consultants–caught the ear of legislative lead-
ers with information about how some of these proposals could backfire on Repub-
licans. The important thing for confidence, however, is that the sheer presence of 
so many bills provided state legislators the opportunity to take positions against 
election fraud, amplify often unfounded claims about fraud during the election, 
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and keep negative media messages about election administration in the public eye 
long after they would have faded from view in any other election year. 

Although confidence in election administration has been trending slowly 
downward over the past two decades, the matter took a qualitatively dif-
ferent turn in 2020 that seems out of proportion with the overall public 

opinion trends displayed in Figure 1. The partisan split in attitudes because of the 
election results was large, as seen in Figure 2, but not all that much greater than in 
the past. Certainly, the changes in responses to the stock voter confidence ques-
tions in 2020 are not so large that one would have predicted the riot at the U.S. 
Capitol on January 6, 2021, nor would we have predicted the degree of personal 
violence that has been threatened against state and local election officials for sim-
ply doing their jobs and following the law.36

Figure 3
Voter Confidence in the 2020 Presidential Election, Relative to Trust in 
Mail Ballots

Voter confidence among Republicans declines as the Trump margin of victory declines, and  
as more votes were cast in the 2020 presidential election, relative to trust in mail ballots.  
Confidence among Democrats was little impacted by outcome or use of mail ballots. Source: 
Survey of the Performance of American Elections (SPAE), https://electionlab.mit.edu/
research/projects/survey-performance-american-elections.

https://electionlab.mit.edu/research/projects/survey-performance-american-elections
https://electionlab.mit.edu/research/projects/survey-performance-american-elections
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Not so long ago, the election results would have led to grumbling and “good, 
old-fashioned” proposed legislation aimed at simply hobbling, but not annihilat-
ing, the political opposition. What is the “extra sauce” that turned a lack of trust 
into a movement that has produced political violence?

Scholarship that addresses this question is only in its infancy, so any answer 
must remain speculative. It is obvious, though, that electoral distrust has broken 
through a barrier such that the negative emotions of anger and anxiety have been 
engaged to a degree never before seen. This prominence of emotions in contem-
porary political life has been noted throughout the world, and appears to be a spe-
cial hallmark of right-wing populist political parties.37 In the United States, the 
rise of affective or negative partisanship has been associated with intense dislike 
of out-partisans, weakened commitment to democratic values, and a willingness 
to endorse violence against political opponents.38

There is one small detail that suggests the quality of partisan polarization over 
electoral trust is not purely the work of strong negative emotions creeping into 
public opinion. Democrats have become much more trusting of election adminis-
tration than they have ever been–by some measures, more trusting on the margin 
than Republicans have become distrustful. Could it be that Republican anger and 
anxiety are being met with Democratic happiness and gratitude? Perhaps. Or it 
could be that Democrats have been fed such a steady diet of laudatory comments 
about election administrators over the past two years that other processes are at 
work, such as motivated reasoning and confirmation bias.

One reason to believe that the origins of (dis)trust in American elections may 
differ between the parties is that the coalitions composing them have become 
quite different, potentially leading to differences between partisans in how they 
approach the issue of electoral trust. With the rise of the importance of White 
Christian nationalism within the Republican Party, it is likely that many–even 
if not most–Republicans are willing to ascribe electoral loss to the operation of 
malevolent supernatural forces in the world.39 Thus, a process that seems arrayed 
against Donald Trump, who is seen by many Republicans as fighting to restore a 
White Christian nation, would engender anger and disgust. On the other hand, 
the Democratic Party is rapidly becoming a party of “nones,” that is, people who 
eschew religion and highly value scientific evidence.40 Thus, the heightened trust 
of Democrats in election administration, especially in light of the 2020 election, 
may not be due to the excitement of positive emotions because of winning, but 
assurances by secular authorities that the election was “the most secure in Amer-
ican history.”41

The issue of whether Republicans and Democrats draw on different cognitive 
and precognitive sources may seem like splitting hairs, but it is of the utmost im-
portance in considering how, or even whether, overall trust can be improved and 
the partisan divide can be narrowed. If distrust is being fueled by a negative emo-
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tional reaction to the loss of a candidate who is considered the leader of an apoca-
lyptic fight over the future of the nation, fact-based communication strategies by 
election officials to explain their procedures and the regular branding of Republi-
can concerns about election fraud as “without evidence” may only entrench atti-
tudes among the distrustful.

Unlike most of the other institutions that have lost public trust, the challenges 
for election administration are “coming from inside the house.” If claims about 
whether elections can be trusted are so thoroughly entwined in partisan competi-
tion, what are those of us concerned about democratic backsliding to do? Recent 
events suggest that raising levels of trust will be hard to accomplish, especially 
among Republicans, even with future Republican victories at the polls.

The clash over the 2020 election provides one short-term answer: empha-
size protecting the trustworthiness of American elections, even as trust is under  
assault. One thing that must be appreciated about the assault on the results of the 
2020 election is that almost without fail, the procedures to ensure the trustwor-
thiness of elections held. Official bodies at all levels of government reached de-
cisions based on evidence that was considered dispositive because of the protec-
tions put in place to guard the trustworthiness of the results.

Despite the considerable evidence that election administration performed ad-
mirably, the violent rejection of the 2020 election results suggests that any con-
clusion reached about trust in electoral institutions must be mixed. As extreme 
skepticism continues to motivate the far right, pressure will continue to build to 
undermine the impartiality of election administration and trustworthiness of the 
process. Efforts to communicate to the public about the fairness of the process 
must continue, but we also must be realistic about the limitations of these efforts 
so long as trusted elites find political benefits to undermining trust. The notable 
trustworthiness of the system can be maintained for only so long without wide-
spread trust among Americans across the political spectrum.
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This essay explores the individual-level determinants of trust in the U.S. military. 
Prior research has identified five possible drivers of societal trust in the military: 
performance, professionalism, persuasion, personal connection, and partisanship.  
Using data from the American National Election Studies and the General Social 
Survey, we emphasize the importance of understanding trust at an individual level,  
as perceptions of military performance and professionalism are not objective but me-
diated by individual-level factors. Our findings reinforce mixed support for trust be-
ing linked to assessments of military success on or off the battlefield, and undermine 
arguments that relate high trust to a widening gap between the military and civilian 
society. We also present new evidence for generational and ideational sources of mil-
itary trust consistent with recent speculation that trust in the military is declining. 
Overall, we show that individual-level trust may be difficult to change, but that pub-
lic trust in the military has consequences for a variety of defense-oriented policies.

In August 2021, commentators debated whether the fall of Kabul following the 
American exit from Afghanistan was President Biden’s “Saigon moment.”1 
Many juxtaposed photos of desperate crowds at Hamid Karzai International 

Airport with those of lines of evacuees struggling to board American helicopters 
during the fall of Saigon in 1975. The Taliban’s recapture of Afghanistan came ap­
proximately a year and a half after The Washington Post published the “Afghanistan 
Papers,” previously confidential internal Department of Defense interviews asso­
ciated with the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, the of­
fice responsible for overseeing Afghanistan reconstruction and relief projects. The 
interviews contradicted public statements by civilian and military officials about 
the United States’ accomplishments in Afghanistan. The title, of course, evokes 
another secret wartime history–the Pentagon Papers, leaked and published in 
1971 as the “secret history of the Vietnam War.”2 

In the 1970s, the combination of Vietnam and Watergate led to a crisis of con­
fidence in U.S. governmental institutions, including the military. Within a few 
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decades, the military had successfully regained public trust while other govern­
mental institutions, by and large, had not. Will the fallout from the withdrawal 
of troops from Afghanistan, and the prolonged conflicts of the post-9/11 era more 
broadly, similarly reduce public confidence in the military? There is some ev­
idence that confidence is already eroding. Most often cited is a November 2021 
survey conducted on behalf of the Ronald Reagan Institute that finds Americans’ 
confidence in many institutions, but especially the military, has fallen since 2018. 
Other surveys, like Gallup polls and the General Social Survey, also show a de­
cline, though not as starkly.3

To understand where public confidence in the military is likely to head in the 
future, we need to understand what drives it. Who has trust in the military, and 
why? Answering these questions will also help us understand whether and why 
trust in the military matters. If trust in the military is consistently much higher 
in some segments of the population than in others, there is the risk of not only in­
creasing polarization between these communities, but also that some will have a 
harder time making their voices heard in the policy-making process. This is par­
ticularly worrisome if trust is also associated with policy preferences. To that end, 
we must also examine the extent to which trust is related to specific military poli­
cies or democratic accountability. Do people with high trust in the military show 
more support for policies preferred by the military? And does their high trust 
translate to greater confidence in the use of military force abroad?

Scholarly investigations of Americans’ high trust in the military in the post–
Cold War era identify five interrelated Ps as possible drivers of public trust 
in the military: performance, professionalism, persuasion, personal con­

nection, and partisanship.4

The first two determinants–performance and professionalism–reflect ratio­
nalist explanations for public trust. In essence, the military earns public trust by 
demonstrating competence and character, and can lose trust through operational 
and ethical failures. Accordingly, we would expect to see public trust in the mil­
itary vary in response to major events, such as battlefield victory or defeat, and 
highly publicized acts of heroism or scandal. Polling data from the Vietnam War 
era through the first Gulf War lend some support to this theory.5 Through the 
1980s and 1990s, in particular, public trust was highly correlated with military 
performance, with a notable boost from the 1991 Gulf War.6 And yet, high trust 
remains despite two decades of U.S. military occupation in Afghanistan and Iraq 
that was “bloodier, slower, and less decisive than the American public had come 
to expect.”7

Of course, even by this performance-based logic, what matters is not objec­
tive military performance but rather the public’s perception of performance. The 
public may blame operational failures not on the military, as it did in Vietnam, 
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but on the decisions of civilian policy-makers.8 In a 2019 Pew survey, 90 percent 
of respondents said military leaders “do a good job preparing military personnel 
to protect the country” all/most or some of the time.9 This was the highest assess­
ment of performance for any occupation surveyed, with members of Congress 
coming in last at 46 percent. It is difficult to disentangle cause and effect here. Do 
people trust the military because they believe the military has performed well and 
is not to blame for any failures? Or does the public lay blame for operational fail­
ures on civilian leaders precisely because they trust the military more than civilian 
government? 

The “professionalism” determinant has a clear relationship to performance, 
but also encompasses a wider array of issues, including “the way the institution 
has responded to social problems” like drug abuse and barriers to racial and gen­
der integration.10 To this list, we might add barriers to the integration of other un­
derrepresented groups (including gay and transgender service members), crime, 
and other ethical scandals. The perceived professionalism of the post-1980s all- 
volunteer force (AVF) was a marked contrast to the scandals and turmoil associ­
ated with the Vietnam War–era and early AVF-era military.11 But as with opera­
tional performance, high levels of trust have continued despite major scandals, in­
cluding prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib, the Fat Leonard corruption investigation, 
and high-profile reports of sexual assault and right-wing extremism within the  
ranks.

The public may view some of these issues–like sexual harassment and as­
sault–as reflections of broader societal problems, rather than as failures specific 
to the military.12 People may also forgive ethical lapses because they believe the 
military is better than civilian society at holding perpetrators accountable.13 This 
view is somewhat supported by the results of a 2019 Pew survey investigating trust 
in power and authority. While 50 percent of respondents thought the military be­
haved unethically at least some of the time (the lowest of any occupation), 57 per­
cent thought the military faced consequences for these lapses (the most of any 
occupation). For comparison, 81 percent thought members of Congress acted un­
ethically and only 25 percent believed they faced consequences.14 There are many, 
however, who do not share this view of military accountability, as evidenced by 
continuing congressional efforts to reform the military justice system. Again, this 
argument may be somewhat circular: Do people trust the military because of its 
track record for accountability? Or do they believe in military professionalism 
and accountability, regardless of objective evidence, because they trust the mil­
itary as an institution?

The degree to which perceptions of performance and professionalism are mal­
leable highlights the possible role of the third P: persuasion. Persuasion encom­
passes public depictions of the military, including “the careful use of advertising, 
movies, and the news media to portray the military’s improved performance and 
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professionalism in the best possible light.”15 Military recruiting efforts are one 
key source of persuasion. With the introduction of the AVF and associated need to 
compete in the labor market, military recruiting shifted toward selling a product  
(military service) to customers (potential recruits), which involved “sophisti­
cated and expensive military advertising campaigns” and “intensive market re­
search.”16 Such efforts are aimed not only at those of recruiting age, but also at 
parents and other influencers, and may also boost the broader public’s image of 
the military.17

Beyond targeted recruiting efforts, the Cold War’s militarization of foreign 
policy and culture more broadly, from criminal justice to fashion, may have also 
contributed to positive views of the military: “The climate of comfort with mil­
itary imagery and military organization certainly does no harm to the military’s 
image.”18 While fewer Americans than in the recent past have personal experi­
ence with military service, images of the military are everywhere, from popular 
movies and TV shows to professional sporting events and commercial advertis­
ing. By this logic, trust in the military remains high despite the wars in Iraq and Af­
ghanistan in part because of “the popular militarism that is a key part of modern 
American culture” and shows no signs of fading.19 

Persuasion may have long-lasting effects, with formative sociocultural experi­
ences in early adulthood shaping generational attitudes for decades afterwards.20 
Twenty years ago, public policy scholar David King and author Zachary Karabell 
argued that “Generation Xers and Millennials are far more likely than their Baby 
Boomer parents to have confidence in the military,” because baby boomers’ views 
were shaped by Vietnam, while younger generations were shaped by the perceived 
successes of the 1990s, such as the 1991 Gulf War and the 1994 intervention in Hai­
ti.21 The 1990s also saw the fiftieth anniversary of World War II and prominent 
celebrations of the heroism of American soldiers fighting in “The Good War.”22 
According to this generational consequence of persuasion, we might expect more 
skeptical cultural depictions of the military during the era of inconclusive “forev­
er wars” to lower trust among Generation Z more than for preceding generations, 
whose average lifetime trust may be anchored to different formative experiences.

This brings us to a fourth potential driver of trust: personal connection to the 
military. A personal connection to the military could affect trust by mediating 
perceptions of performance and professionalism, or the effects of persuasion. But 
personal connection could also affect trust through distinct psychological mech­
anisms. In the late 1990s, there was considerable support for the idea that socie­
tal trust in the military would decline as fewer members of society had a personal 
connection to the military.23 As part of the landmark survey of civil-military at­
titudes from the Triangle Institute of Security Studies (TISS), political scientists 
Paul Gronke and Peter D. Feaver tested this hypothesis and found that among 
elites, military experience was linked to greater confidence in the military.24 Par­
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ticularly in the AVF era, a positive correlation between personal connection and 
trust could in part result from self-selection: those with more trust in the military 
might be more likely to serve or encourage their family members to do so. Trust 
and confidence could also be linked to the character of the experience with or con­
nection to the military, although this could be positive or negative.

By contrast, a recent popular hypothesis, sometimes called “patriotism-lite” or 
“thank you for your service” culture, posits that the military’s high polling num­
bers are driven by those who are not connected to the military.25 For those who 
have not served, knowing that “others bear that burden [of military service] leads 
to guilt and gratitude, which become expressed through superficial demonstra­
tions of appreciation and pride.”26 Security scholar David Burbach has argued that 
high levels of confidence in polling do not necessarily translate into real support 
for the military in terms of resources or policy deference.27 Patriotism-lite is often 
described as a post-draft and distinctly post-9/11 phenomenon, as long-running  
wars have been fought by a small segment of the population. 

Finally, a fifth P, partisanship, is becoming increasingly prominent as a source 
of trust in the military. Burbach found that partisanship is the strongest predic­
tor of trust in the military, with Republicans having higher trust than Democrats, 
and both sets having higher trust than independents.28 In data from the General 
Social Survey, the partisan split begins in 1980 and widens over the subsequent 
thirty-five years until it overwhelms other demographic variables.29 Individu­
als are also likely to report higher trust in the military when their co-partisan is 
president, and when presidential approval is high.30 A 2019 Pew survey similarly 
found a partisan gap, with Republicans having more faith than Democrats in mil­
itary leaders.31 One possible explanation for this partisan split is that Republicans 
and Democrats get their news from different sources, and process it using differ­
ent cognitive biases, resulting in fundamentally different perceptions of the mili­
tary’s performance and professionalism arising from their distinct persuasive en­
vironments.32 There is some evidence that Republicans view the military as a part 
of their “in-group” in a way that Democrats and independents do not.33 

There are, however, signs these partisan dynamics may be changing. As dis­
cussed above, partisans at both ends of the spectrum may trust the military less 
today than only a few years ago. In a 2019 survey, political scientists Ronald R. 
Krebs and Robert Ralston found that, during the Trump administration, Demo­
crats were more likely than Republicans to endorse deference to the military, pre­
sumably as a check on a president they did not trust.34 In a follow-up survey, Krebs 
and Ralston found that Democrats were less deferential when Biden, their co- 
partisan, became president, though Republicans’ deference did not rise as they 
had expected.35 They also found a large decline in the percentage of Americans 
who strongly agree that “Members of the military should be allowed to public­
ly express their political views just like any other citizen,” from 55 percent in the 
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1990s TISS survey to 28 percent in their 2021 survey; as well as decreases in sup­
port for public-policy advocacy or criticism of civilian officials by members of the 
military, particularly among Republicans.36 While less deference to the military 
is not inherently bad, it could undermine public support for the norm of civilian 
control if it is driven by the belief that the military is a partisan opponent.37

We now turn to two large, long-running surveys of the American pub­
lic’s attitudes–the American National Election Studies (ANES) and 
the General Social Survey (GSS)–to understand better the evidence 

supporting each of the drivers of confidence proposed above. The ANES uses a 
feeling thermometer toward the military, asking respondents to rate the military 
from 0 to 100: higher the warmer/more positively they feel toward it, and lower 
the colder/more negatively they feel. Warmth is a good measure of positive atti­
tudes, but it is not specifically a measure of trust or confidence. To the extent peo­
ple generally value trustworthiness, we should expect the feeling thermometer to 
correlate positively with confidence in the military. While the ANES extends fur­
ther back in time to examine attitudes during the Vietnam War, questions about 
feelings toward the military were excluded from surveys after 2012. The GSS has 
current data that reflect whether respondents have “hardly any,” “some,” or 
“great” confidence in the leaders of the military from the end of the Vietnam War 
through the present, giving an up-to-date view on trends. Unfortunately, the GSS 
has few questions on foreign-policy preferences we would expect to correlate di­
rectly with confidence in the military. 

Performance and professionalism may correlate with confidence in the mili­
tary, but data from both the ANES and GSS show that they do not tell the whole 
story. On one hand, the ANES feeling thermometer shows warmth toward the mil­
itary decreasing over the course of the Vietnam War–and after–except for a brief 
blip as the war was drawing to a close in 1972. Consistent with Brady and Kent’s 
findings earlier in this volume, our analysis of both GSS and ANES data shows in­
creases and relatively higher points in the early 2000s, when the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan seemed to be nearing successful conclusions. The GSS high point for 
confidence is 1991, from a survey fielded during and immediately after the Persian 
Gulf War, which was widely perceived as a resounding success. The ANES did not 
field a survey in that year, but its closest surveys both before and after show that 
any spike it may have picked up would have been fleeting. 

While these trends seem consistent with the performance hypothesis, it is odd 
that both the GSS data on confidence and the ANES feeling thermometer reflect 
low points in the 1980s–even lower than the years immediately after the Vietnam 
War. Confidence dipped during the worst of the Iraq War, but it never dropped as 
low as during the Vietnam War, and the ANES shows no similar dip for warm feel­
ings. Of course, this might simply be because, from a U.S. casualty perspective, 
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the Iraq War never came close to going as poorly as the Vietnam War. Nonethe­
less, even within the context of the post-9/11 wars, the performance hypothesis 
has a hard time explaining the GSS high point for post-9/11 military confidence in 
2018, as well as the consistently high ratings in the ANES from 2004–2012.

The performance hypothesis does not fare much better when we examine the 
ANES questions about whether invading Vietnam or Iraq was a mistake. Figure 1 
shows that in general, a greater proportion of respondents viewed invading Viet­
nam as a mistake as the war dragged on. However, average warmth only dipped 
from 75 percent in 1964 to 70 percent in 1972. While the performance hypothe­
sis expects positive attitudes toward the military to track closely evaluations of 
the military’s success, this slight decline in warmth is not commensurate with the 
large shift–from 25 percent in 1964 to 57 percent in 1972–in the public’s belief 
that the war was a mistake. To the extent that the public may have blamed policy-
makers, rather than the military, for starting an ill-advised war, this could support 
the argument that public trust in the military is resilient when blame is shifted to 
civilian policy-makers.

We expect changes in performance to affect attitudes toward the military most 
among people who pay the most attention to relevant military events. People who 
report an interest in military policy or national news might be more likely to follow 
events that demonstrate both military performance in foreign conflicts and profes­
sionalism in upholding domestic or organizational values. Here, the performance 
hypothesis again finds mixed support: while confidence in the military tracks Iraqi 
civilian casualties–meaning that when casualties are lower, public confidence is 
higher–there is no obvious difference in how confidence changes between those 
who report being “very interested” in military affairs versus “not at all interested.”

The data in Figure 2 suggest that people who pay a lot of attention to what the 
military is doing do not respond to events differently from people who pay no at­
tention. The ANES questions that directly ask about respondents’ attention to 
what was happening in Vietnam reach a similar conclusion. In 1968, the Tet Of­
fensive led many Americans to realize the fight in Vietnam would be much hard­
er than they had been led to believe, despite the military’s tactical successes. As a 
result, we might expect the warm feelings toward the military in 1968 to be lower 
for people who pay attention to the war than those who did not. In contrast, a sig­
nificantly greater proportion of people who reported paying attention to Vietnam 
had positive attitudes toward the military than did those who reported not paying 
attention, 79 to 70 percent.38 There is no clear evidence that paying attention to 
events affected attitudes toward the military over the course of the Vietnam War.

While there is mixed support for the performance and professionalism 
views, there is strong evidence to support the hypothesis that per­
sonal connection is positively correlated with trust in the military. 
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Figure 1
Public Approval of the Vietnam War over Time

The solid line represents the data from ANES respondents who were asked whether the United  
States “did the right thing” by sending soldiers to Vietnam or “should have stayed out” of 
Vietnam. The dashed line measures warmth toward the military through the “feeling ther-
mometer” ANES uses, asking respondents to rate the military (0 to 100), assigning higher 
numbers the warmer/more positively they feel toward it, and lower the colder/more negative-
ly they feel. Source: Data from the American National Election Studies.

During the height of the Vietnam War, the ANES asked about respondents’ and 
their families’ or friends’ recent military service within “the past five or six years.” 
Data from 1968 show that people with connections to the military feel more pos­
itively toward it.39 This outcome is particularly noteworthy given that many re­
spondents were connected to the military by an unpopular draft, which if any­
thing should create a negative impression. There is no significant difference in 
mean warmth toward the military between those with Vietnam War–era military 
service and those without. However, respondents who knew anyone who had re­
cently served in the military (“in the past five or six years”) rated the military five 
points higher on average (76 versus 71) than those who did not know anyone who 
had served. Knowing someone who had served in Vietnam had the same effect (77 
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Figure 2
The Relationship between Attention, Battlefield Performance, and  
Confidence in the Military

The two solid lines use GSS data to compare levels of confidence in the military among respon-
dents who report being “very interested in military and defense policy” and “not at all inter-
ested in military and defense policy.” All figures measuring confidence in the military through 
the General Social Survey use a categorical measure in which respondents choose between 
“hardly any confidence,” “only some,” and “a great deal.” The dashed line reports Iraqi civil-
ian casualty data from Iraq Body Count to provide additional context. See Iraq Body Count, 
http://iraqbodycount.org/database.

versus 72). Respondents who knew anyone in the military (including themselves) 
were also more likely to report feeling very warmly toward the military than re­
spondents who did not know anyone in it: 34 percent of those who knew someone 
in the military rated it 90 or higher, compared with just 23 percent of respondents 
who did not know anyone in the military. In fact, the closer connections the re­
spondents had to the Vietnam War, the more likely they were to have very positive 
feelings toward the military: while 37 percent of respondents who knew anyone 
who served in Vietnam rated the military 90 or higher, compared with just 25 per­
cent of respondents who did not know anyone, this number rises to 41 percent for 
respondents who served in Vietnam themselves or had family who did. 
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The post-9/11 era shows similar patterns. As seen in Figure 3, mean warmth 
toward the military was roughly five points higher for respondents with military 
service than for those without in 2004, 2008, and 2012. Interestingly, the great­
est difference is between respondents with no military service and older veterans:  
pre-9/11 veterans report the most warmth (86) and those with no military experi­
ence report the least (80). Average warmth among post-9/11 veterans was statis­
tically indistinguishable from these other groups. Respondents with either a per­
sonal or familial connection to military service had the largest gap in warm atti­
tudes in 2012: those with a connection to the military rated it 7 points higher on 
average than those without. 

Likewise, the GSS data support the hypothesis that personal connection cor­
relates with higher confidence in the military. There is no difference in the mean 
levels of military confidence between those with military service and those with­
out in any years before 2010, except for 1988 and 1993, when respondents with mil­
itary service had slightly more confidence. Further disaggregating military ser­
vice into those who served more than four years and those who served fewer than 
four years provides more evidence that longer service is associated with greater 
confidence in the military: Not only do more years reflect this relationship (1975, 
1977, 1988, and 1993), but the magnitude of the difference is also substantially larg­
er in the latter two years. Between 2010 and 2018, there is a significant difference 
between those who served and those who did not in each year except 2012. Again, 
the most salient difference in this period seems to be between those who served 
more than four years and those who did not serve at all. 

The clear relationship between military connections and higher self-reported 
levels of trust in the military undermines the expectations of the patriotism-lite  
argument by showing that familiarity does not, in fact, breed contempt. It is particu­
larly notable that military service appears to correlate with warmer attitudes toward 
the military even during the Vietnam-draft era, though the difference has certainly 
become starker since 9/11. This correlation suggests that positive feelings toward 
the military are not solely a result of self-selection in the AVF era. Greater trust in the 
military is not driven by people with fewer connections to the military.

Our analysis also confirms a partisan divide in trust. While warmth toward 
the military has been on the rise among both Democrats and Republicans 
for decades, this shift has been most pronounced among Republicans.40 

Trust among Democrats has only recently reached levels comparable to those be­
fore the collapse of trust in the late 1970s and early 1980s; trust among Republi­
cans rose sharply around the year 2000 and has stayed high since, although there 
are now signs confidence may be falling. 

It is not clear what has driven this sharp divide in partisan attitudes. One possi­
bility is that political partisanship is interacting with other demographic or cultural 
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shifts. We explore whether the partisanship and persuasion explanations interact 
to explain recent trends in trust: formative experiences shape and secure early im­
pressions about the military but are filtered and amplified differently through par­
tisan lenses. If this hypothesis is correct, we would expect partisan trends in trust 
in the military to differ across generations and demographic groups. Conversely, if 
the trends over time are similar for these different groups, that would indicate that 
something exogenous is driving trust for all groups, despite their different forma­
tive experiences.

As context, it is important to consider the change in national demographics 
reflected in these surveys. The percentage of respondents who self-identify as 
Democrats–including independents leaning Democrat–has declined since the 
1950s, while the percentage who self-identify as Republican or leaning Republi­
can has generally risen since around 1980. The average age has risen from a low 
point of around forty-four in the early 1980s to over fifty in 2020. This seems to be 
driven by the baby boomer generation, which has had the largest share of the sur­

Figure 3
Military Service and Confidence in the Military

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the General Social Survey comparing respondents’ 
experience in military service with their confidence in the military.
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vey sample size since 1980. For almost the whole period since 2000, boomers have 
made up at least 10 percentage points more of the sample size–and often 15 points 
more–than the next largest group. 

This finding is significant because age is strongly positively correlated with 
more trust in the military, and boomers and Generation Xers have together made 
up between 60 and 68 percent of the sample throughout the last two decades. At 
the same time, the average combined age of these generations from 2000 onward 
is fifty. Could attitudes from either or both generations be driving the recent rise in 
trust in the military? The ANES data show boomers are significantly more likely to 
be Republican than Democrat, and while the difference is slight, it increases over 
time. In addition, as Figure 4 shows, the partisan polarization that has increasingly 
characterized American society for the last two decades also started much earlier 
for boomers, at least with respect to attitudes toward the military: significant dif­
ferences between Democratic and Republican confidence in the military begin in 
the 1980s for boomers and the early 1990s for Generation X. Conversely, the parti­
san divide is only evident in the silent generation starting in the year 2000.

Interestingly, millennial Democrats are the only group for whom there is a 
clear decrease in confidence in the military over the last twenty years. Millennial 
Republicans do not exhibit the sharp rise seen in older generations, and may even 
have declining confidence, though we should be cautious given the small numbers 
of Republican millennials in the sample prior to the mid-2000s. Overall, the par­
tisan gap seems larger for the two youngest generations, though here too we must 
be cautious about interpreting the low number of respondents (seventy-two) 
from Generation Z across all survey years.

There is also evidence that exogenous factors shaped attitudes. While boomers 
show an unusually steep increase in warmth toward the military as they age com­
pared with other generations, each generation saw a sharp rise in warmth regard­
less of party affiliation from the late 1990s through the early 2000s: when mem­
bers of the silent generation were around sixty and baby boomers were approach­
ing fifty. Together, the evidence indicates that increasing partisanship has played 
a role in attitudes toward the military, but the generational composition of Amer­
ican society, especially changes among baby boomers and Generation X, has also 
played a role (see Figure 5). The major, polarizing debates about the Vietnam War 
and the transition to the AVF during these generations’ formative years may have 
contributed to their distinct military attitudes.

Trust in the military may affect public policy by shaping what resources and 
roles the public envisions for the military. In this section, we use the ANES 
survey questions on a wide range of contemporaneous policy issues to exam­

ine the consequences of trust in the military. Is there any relationship between how 
individuals feel about the military and their policy preferences on related issues?
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Figure 4
Confidence in the Military by Generation and Partisan Identity

Source: Authors’ compilation of GSS data on average confidence levels in the military, mea-
sured according to birth year data. Generation variables follow Pew’s definition of generation-
al divisions. See Pew Research Center, “The Generations Defined,” March 1, 2018, https://
www.pewresearch.org/st_18-02-27_generations_defined.

https://www.pewresearch.org/st_18-02-27_generations_defined/
https://www.pewresearch.org/st_18-02-27_generations_defined/
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Figure 5
Generational Attitudes to the Military by Age

Source: Authors’ compilation of ANES data on average warmth toward the military, measured 
according to birth year data across three generations. Generation variables follow Pew’s defi-
nition of generational divisions. See Pew Research Center, “The Generations Defined,” March 
1, 2018, https://www.pewresearch.org/st_18-02-27_generations_defined.

The public’s willingness to use military force abroad is one such issue. In 1992 
and 1996–the two years that the ANES asked both its military thermometer ques­
tion and the general foreign policy question about “how willing the United States 
should be to use international force to solve international problems”–there was 
a wide gap in military warmth between those who answered “extremely” or “very 
willing” to use force and those who answered “not very willing” or “never will­
ing.” Respondents who were more willing to use military force felt more than 12 
points warmer toward the military than those who were more reluctant to use 
force. In addition, more than half of the respondents who felt more warm than 
cold to the military were extremely or very willing to use force to solve interna­
tional problems, but less than one-third of those who felt colder toward the mili­
tary were willing to use force.

We should be cautious about assuming the same relationship holds today as it 
did in 1992 and 1996, the brief period of unchallenged American supremacy that 

https://www.pewresearch.org/st_18-02-27_generations_defined/
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lasted from the end of the Cold War until 9/11. While the ANES does not ask about 
confidence in the military in its most recent surveys, we can get a closer look at 
this relationship through the ANES polling about attitudes toward specific uses of 
force in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. One such question asks whether respon­
dents think the United States “did the right thing” in getting involved in the war, 
or, in the case of Iraq, whether it “should or should not have sent troops.” From 
1968 through 1972, as well as during the Iraq War in 2008, respondents who thought 
sending in troops was the right thing to do viewed the military between 5 and 9 
points more favorably than those who thought sending in troops was wrong. Sim­
ilarly, in nearly every year with available ANES data, respondents with a positive 
view of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan felt more than 10 points warmer to the 
military than respondents with a negative view of those wars. As Figure 6 shows, 
compared with the data gathered during the Vietnam War, respondents with both 
negative and positive views of war feel warmer toward the military today.

Warmth toward the military is also associated, or at least was associated during 
the Vietnam War, with a preference for more escalatory war strategies. While Fig­
ure 7 shows that the average difference in the military thermometer ratings is not 
consistently large, cross-tabulations reinforce the relationship. In 1964, 1968, and 
1970, respondents who felt more warm than cold toward the military were at least 
10 percentage points more likely to prefer escalation as a strategy. Even in the wan­
ing years of the war (1970 and 1972), the proportion of respondents who self-iden­
tified as hawks in favor of pursuing victory was nearly double among people with 
warmer views of the military (39 percent versus 20 percent in 1970 and 36 percent 
versus 17 percent in 1972). 

Lastly, this relationship is also evident for more general policies, such as de­
fense spending. Figure 8 shows a consistent fourteen-point or greater difference in 
warmth toward the military between those who prefer to increase defense spend­
ing and those who prefer to decrease it. More than 53 percent of respondents who 
felt warmth toward the military wanted to increase defense spending, compared 
with less than 25 percent who did not feel warmth toward the military. The GSS 
shows similar results over an even longer period. From 1973 to 2018, respondents 
who reported having “a great deal of confidence” were most likely to believe that 
the United States spends too little on defense. For most of this period, respon­
dents with “some confidence” were also more likely than those with “hardly any 
confidence” to feel the same. This contrasts with Burbach’s finding that confi­
dence may be superficial and unrelated to concrete policy preferences.

There is much debate about what drives public trust in the military. Our 
analysis leverages two different national surveys to provide a comprehen­
sive evaluation of individual-level predictors of attitudes toward the mili­

tary. The evidence does not point to any decisive factor but offers promising direc­
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Figure 6
Average Warmth toward the Military by Assessment of War Costs in  
Afghanistan (left) and Iraq (right)

The ANES asked different questions about respondents’ attitudes toward using force in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. In most years, respondents reported whether they thought the war was 
“worth the cost” or not. In 2008, respondents reported whether they “approve or disapprove 
of the way” the government handled the war in Afghanistan, while in 2002, they reported 
whether they “favor or oppose” military action in Iraq. Source: Data from the American Na-
tional Election Studies.

tions for further inquiry. While trust is somewhat responsive to major events that 
reveal new information about military performance or professionalism, these 
shifts are inconsistent and tend to be smaller than we might expect. Instead, trust 
may be resilient to changes in the news cycle because it is shaped by a deeper so­
cial and personal context. Formative experiences, such as those that define gen­
erations or stretch partisan divides, may create a strong foundation for how indi­
viduals assess the military over their lifetime. Perhaps most notably, under both 
the draft and the AVF, evidence shows that familiarity with the military is associ­
ated with greater trust in it. This has important implications for many debates to­
day about the consequences of an increasingly active but insular military, though 
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there remains much to learn about the relationship between personal connections 
to the military, attention to military affairs, and trust in the military.

At the same time, our analysis has not been exhaustive. We must continue to 
consider the ways these drivers interact. The drastic change in boomer trust, from 
the low levels in their youth to consistently high levels of support and trust as they 
age, shows that there is no simple story of some generations being more confi­
dent in the military than others: formative experiences matter but are not deter­
minative. This points to the importance of differences in how individuals process 
broader events. Similarly, we must learn more about how the public conceives of 
the military to understand what the public trusts the military to do. There is evi­

Figure 7
Average Warmth toward the Military among Hawks and Doves

The chart on the left reflects the data from the ANES “feelings thermometer,” comparing 
the views of those who supported escalation during the U.S. military occupation of Vietnam 
(“stronger stand”) with those who supported withdrawal from Vietnam/continuing occupa-
tion but ending the fighting (“no stronger stand”). The chart on the right reflects the attitudes 
toward the military in ANES data, asking respondents to place themselves on a seven-point 
Likert scale from “immediate withdrawal” to “complete military victory” in Vietnam. Those 
who placed themselves closer to one (represented supporting “immediate withdrawal”) were 
doves, and those who placed themselves closer to seven (supporting “complete military victo-
ry”) were hawks. Source: Data from the American National Election Studies.
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Figure 8
Average Warmth toward the Military by Defense Spending Preferences

This figure reflects the attitudes toward the military in ANES data, asking respondents to place 
themselves on a seven-point Likert scale from “greatly decrease defense spending” to “greatly 
increase defense spending.” The “decrease spending” bars represents respondents who placed 
themselves from 1–3 on this scale, while the “increase spending” bars represent those who 
placed themselves from 5–7. Source: Data from the American National Election Studies.

dence that at least some groups exaggerate their support for the military.41 Who 
cares more about demonstrating their trust, and how does this affect their policy 
preferences? In different times and places, people may trust the military based 
primarily on their idea of its warfighting capabilities or its morals, or even on their 
interactions with servicemembers in daily life. One important driver for future 
investigation is the military’s association with gender and racial norms. The U.S. 
military has historically been a bastion of (predominantly White) masculine am­
bition and ideals; does trust change when the public perceives deviations from 
these ideals?

The relationship between the American public’s trust in the military and other 
important outcomes–the effectiveness of American foreign policy, the health of 
American civil-military relations, the soundness of American democracy–is also 
complex. Both high and low levels of trust in the military can have adverse conse­
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quences. Trust in the military must be considered in the context of the American 
public’s views of society and government. It can be counterintuitive to think there 
are downsides to the military enjoying consistently high levels of public trust, 
particularly after the experience of the Vietnam War. But this collective effort to 
keep trust in the military high may have blinded us to other civil-military dangers, 
which in turn endanger both military effectiveness and democratic foundations.42

A persistent and large gap between confidence in the military and confidence 
in civilian governmental institutions threatens to upend the hierarchical nature 
of proper democratic civil-military relations. We have seen calls for the military 
to have a larger role in policy-making, including on issues not directly related to 
military expertise or even foreign policy. We have also seen repeated calls for more 
veterans to enter government (likely coming at the expense of increased repre­
sentation of other voices not already overrepresented in government), with some 
even campaigning on the platform that their military service makes them unique­
ly qualified as political leaders. We may also see a vicious cycle as civilian leaders, 
knowing that the military is more popular than their institutions, use the military 
as political shield/weapon when beneficial, which only serves to further elevate 
the military over civilian institutions and thereby further exacerbate the trust gap.

But there is also a danger that use of the military for political ends could ulti­
mately have the opposite effect, turning the military into “just another political 
institution.” Politicization arising from high trust in the military may, down the 
line, cause a drop in trust. The Supreme Court may be a cautionary tale of how 
quickly trust can change when the public perceives that an institution has become 
too politically motivated.43 We may be beginning to see such a shift in attitudes 
toward the military. For example, partisan actors have used the debates over in­
clusivity, military justice, and vaccine policy to create perceived divides within 
the military, portraying woke leadership as undermining the true warriors.44 It 
remains to be seen whether this will have an enduring effect on who trusts the 
military and how much. Given the clear relationship between trust in the military 
and civilian views on important defense policy, it is paramount that we find a way 
to foster appropriate and balanced attitudes toward the military.

authors’ note
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