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Trust in science matters
Trust in science is a strong predictor of whether people follow COVID-

19 guidelines (distancing, masking, willingness to vaccinate, etc.)

By contrast, trust in government or trust in others are poor predictors
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Trust in basic science is quasi absolute
Ask (US) participants 10 questions such as:

 Are electrons smaller, larger, or the same size as atoms?

After they’ve answered, we tell them what the scientifically 

consensual answer is, provide a short explanation, and links to 

sources
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Rational impression account
When people are exposed to science, they are impressed

- by the quality of the explanations, arguments, experiments, etc.

- by the fact that scientists manage to agree on things that are so 

difficult to know

They then forget what they’ve learnt, but retain an impression of 

competence 
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Rational impression account
We provided participants impressive information about a science
Archaeologists can tell the age at which someone dead for 
thousands of years was weaned
After being provided with a series of such pieces of information, 
participants trusted archaeologists more
But they quickly forgot most of the information
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Rational impression account
Some sciences are more impressive than others
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How can we increase trust in science?

Science education

Science communication

Make (yet) better science!
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Conclusion
People broadly trust science

They do so rationally

The more impressive the science, the more trust it receives
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Thank you!

Jan Pfänder

hugo.mercier@gmail.com
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