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Public Trust in Science



Is There a War on Science?

ñWe live in an age when all manner of 

scientific knowledge ïfrom the safety of 

fluoride and vaccines to the reality of climate 

change ïfaces organized and often furious 

opposition...doubters have declared war on 

the consensus of experts.ò

ñPeople tend to use scientific knowledge to 

reinforce beliefs that have already been 

shaped by their worldviewéPeople need to 

hear from believers they can trust, who share 

their fundamental values.ò

--ñWhy Do Many Reasonable People Doubt 

Science?,ò By Joel Achenbach, National 

Geographic, March 2015



Importance of Public Trust

ÅMaintaining, indeed earning, public trust matters 

immensely to science and scientists, because 

science takes place in context ïa public context, and 

thus a (small ópô) political context.

ÅOur elected representatives ïand those who seek to 

be ïdecide the funding and policy future for science.

ÅElected representatives are responsible to the public; 

they work to deliver on public expectations, and they 

stay attuned to public opinion.



òépublic 

sentiment is 

everything. With 

public 

sentiment, 

nothing can fail; 

without it 

nothing can 

succeed.ó

President Abraham Lincoln



Candidate Views on Research 

"And letõs fund the scientific and medical 

research that spawns innovative companies and 

creates entire new industries, just as the project 

to sequence the human genome did in the 1990só  

ðHillary Clinton (July 2015) 

òIf we are going to address the major health issues 

facing our society -- Alzheimer's, diabetes, cancer, etc. 

-- we need to invest more in research and develop the 

best research centers in the world.ó
- Bernie Sanders (December 2015)



Candidate Views on Research

òThe path to achieving cures is long and capital intensive. Yet often it seems 

that when it comes to medical research we are penny wise and pound foolish. 

We pay billion and trillions on the back -endñdealing with the consequences of 

these horrific diseasesñrather than investing and creating incentives on the 

front -end, to cure these diseases once and for all .ó

- Ted Cruz (July 2015) 

òJust the other day, 2 years old, 2İyears old, a child, a beautiful child went 

to have the vaccine, and came back, and a week later got a tremendous fever, 

got very, very sick, now is autistic.ó(Sept. 2015)

òI hear so much about the NIH, and it's terrible.ó (Oct. 2015)

- Donald Trump

òWe do need to double the NIH budget and begin to do the vital 

medical research, and it should be a priority of the 

government.ó

- John Kasich (Sept. 2015)



òI think NSF should focus more 

on the pure sciences, on the 

fundamentals, and be careful 

to avoid funding research 

projects that would damage its 

sterling reputation in the eyes 

of the public. Iõd encourage 

them to avoid funding studies 

like shrimps on a treadmill ñI 

hope we never see anything 

like that again ñor alcoholism 

among prostitutes in 

Thailand.ó

Rep. John Culberson (RðTX-07), chair the Subcommittee on 
Commerce, Justice, and Science



òIt's very, very cold out. 

Very unseasonableé 

[Climate change] is the 

greatest hoax ever 

perpetrated on the 

American people.ó

Sen. James Inhofe (R-OK), Chairman of the 
Environment and Public Works Committee



òNSF invests about $6 billion 

of public funds each year 

into research projects and 

related activities. In recent 

years, however, NSF has 

seemed to stray from its 

created purpose and has 

funded a number of grants 

that few Americans would 

consider to be in the 

national interest.ó ðòFact 

Check: Scientific Research in the 

National Interest Act" by Lamar Smith,

Winter 2016 Issues in Science and 

Technology

Rep. Lamar Smith (R-TX-21), Chairman of 
the Science, Space, and Technology Committee 



òWouldnõt it be 

wonderful if all 

candidates had science 

advisers or science 

advisory committees? 

They will, if individual 

scientists step up to 

the plate.ó

The Honorable John Edward Porter,
Research!America chair



Research!Americaõs Mission

Making research to improve 

health a higher national 

priority

Research!America is an innovator 
in advocacy for research



Research!America: 27 Years of Putting 

Research on the Public Agenda

Å Nonprofit alliance with member organizations 

drawn from academia, business, patient 

organizations and scientific societies 

representing more than 125 million Americans 

Å Distinguished, all -volunteer board includes 

former elected and appointed officials, media 

and public relations leaders, and leaders from 

alliance member organizations

Å Three ôsisterõ organizations in Canada, 

Australia and Sweden



Research!America Board 

Members (partial list)

Å The Honorable John Edward Porter, Senior 

Advisor, Hogan Lovells US LLP

Å The Honorable Michael Castle, Partner, 

DLA Piper, LLP

Å E. Albert Reece, M.D., Ph.D., MBA, Vice 

President of Medical Affairs; University of 

Maryland School of Medicine

Å Hortensia Amaro, Ph.D., Professor of Social 

Work and Preventive Medicine, University 

of Southern California School of Social 

Work

Å Georges Benjamin, M.D., Executive 

Director, American Public Health 

Association

Å Susan Dentzer, CEO, Network for 

Excellence in Health Innovation

Å William Hait, M.D., Ph.D., Global Head, 

Janssen Research & Development

Å Nancy Brown, CEO, American Heart 

Association

Å Mary Hendrix, Ph.D., President, 

Shepherd University 

Å The Honorable Rush Holt, Ph.D., CEO, 

American Association for the 

Advancement of Science

Å Mark McClellan, M.D., Ph.D., MPA, 

Director, Center for Health Policy, 

Duke University

Å Harry Johns, CEO, Alzheimerõs 

Association

Å James Madara, M.D., CEO, American 

Medical Association

Å Keith Yamamoto, Ph.D., Vice Dean for 

Research, School of Medicine, 

University of California, San Francisco

Å Elias Zerhouni, M.D., President, 

Global Research & Development, 

Sanofi



Research!America Goals

Å Achieve funding for research at the level of 

scientific opportunity

Å Advocate a policy climate that stimulates rather 

than impedes research and development

Å Empower members of the stakeholder community 

to engage non-scientists & advocate for research

Å Ensure that the public hears about research 

benefits and success stories: Research must not 

become invisible!



Science in Real Time

Å Non-science trained people are understandably 

confused by the three steps forward/two steps 

back dynamic process of science.  

Å When people express skepticism, they are 

thinking like scientists!

Å By standing back or failing to engage, 

researchers arenõt helping resolve public 

confusion.   

Å Public support for science and public willingness 

to engage in research are at stake.



Opinions Vary by Issue (1)

Å 30% Americans say they worry òa great dealó about the quality of 

the environment, declining steadily from 50% in 2001.

Å 50% of Americans say they worry about climate change , much 

lower compared to surveys conducted since 1989. Fewer than 4 in 

10 think it will pose a serious threat to their own way of life.

Å The vast majority of Americans (80%) say they would like to see 

more emphasis on both fuel efficiency standards for vehicles and 

renewable energy development . 

Å Only 30% of Americans see genetically engineered (GE) foods as 

òsafe to eat.ó And, only 30% believe that scientists understand the 

risks of these foods. 

Å Fewer than 10% of Americans think that American K-12 STEM 

education is among the best in the world.

Source: 2016 National Science Board Science and Engineering Indicators



Opinions Vary by Issue (2) 

Source: A Pew/AAAS survey, òPublic and Scientistsõ Views on 

Science and Societyó published in January 2015



Can vaccines be trusted?


