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Trust in scientists and their role in society 
across 68 countries
 

Science is crucial for evidence-based decision-making. Public trust in 
scientists can help decision makers act on the basis of the best available 
evidence, especially during crises. However, in recent years the epistemic 
authority of science has been challenged, causing concerns about low public 
trust in scientists. We interrogated these concerns with a preregistered 
68-country survey of 71,922 respondents and found that in most countries, 
most people trust scientists and agree that scientists should engage more 
in society and policymaking. We found variations between and within 
countries, which we explain with individual- and country-level variables, 
including political orientation. While there is no widespread lack of trust 
in scientists, we cannot discount the concern that lack of trust in scientists 
by even a small minority may affect considerations of scientific evidence 
in policymaking. These findings have implications for scientists and 
policymakers seeking to maintain and increase trust in scientists.

Public trust in science provides many benefits to society. It helps people 
make informed decisions (for example, on health and nutrition) on 
the basis of the best available evidence, provides the foundation for 
evidence-based policymaking and facilitates government spending 
on research. Trust in science and scientists enables the management 
of global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and climate change. 
Societies with high public trust in science and scientists dealt with the 
COVID-19 pandemic more effectively, as citizens were more likely to 
comply with non-pharmaceutical COVID-19 interventions1 and had 
higher vaccine confidence2. People with high trust in scientists are also 
more likely to engage in individual and collective action on climate 
change3,4.

Studies find that most people trust science, and scientists are 
among the most trusted actors in society5–7. Despite these findings, 
there is a popular dominant narrative claiming that there is a crisis 
of trust in science and scientists8,9. This narrative well predates the 
COVID-19 pandemic and may alter people’s views about scientists10–12. 
It is therefore important to revisit this narrative and provide robust 
empirical evidence on whether it is accurate.

Most previous studies have been limited to the Global North, 
typically the USA or Europe, including our own previous work (see, 
for example, refs. 13–19). A few studies have gone beyond these 
regions5–7,20–23. However, they assess a limited range of theoretical 

constructs. We address this limitation in two ways. First, we analyse 
the extent to which people believe that scientists should be involved 
in society and policymaking. We refer to this as ‘normative perceptions 
of science in society and policymaking’. Second, we investigate which 
issues people want scientists to prioritize in their work and how such 
perceptions are related to their trust in scientists. Previous studies have 
shown that trust is affected by the perception of value alignment24. 
People who feel that their concerns and values are not reflected in 
the priorities of scientists may therefore doubt the trustworthiness 
of scientists.

Our large-scale, preregistered survey expands and strengthens 
previous work by offering a comprehensive dataset on trust in scientists 
after the COVID-19 pandemic16 and by investigating the public’s norma-
tive perceptions of the role of scientists in society and policymaking 
and their desired research priorities. We use a theoretically informed 
multidimensional trust measure25 and examine relevant demographic, 
ideological, attitudinal and country-level factors to explain trust across 
countries6. We survey countries and individuals that are underrepre-
sented in research26, and, in almost all countries, we have worked with 
local research partners27,28.

Our study answers the following questions. (1) How much do peo-
ple around the world trust scientists, and how do levels of trust vary 
across countries? (2) How do demographic, ideological, attitudinal and 
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country-level factors relate to trust in scientists (see Supplementary 
Fig. 1a for a directed acyclic graph), and how do these relationships 
vary between countries? (3) What are people’s normative perceptions 
of scientists in society and policymaking, and how do they differ across 
countries? (4) What issues do people want scientists to prioritize, and 
do they believe that scientists actually address these priorities? See the 
preregistration for more detailed research questions and hypotheses 
(https://osf.io/9ksrj/).

By investigating trust in scientists, we do not mean to imply that 
trust is always warranted. In some situations, low trust may be war-
ranted. For example, science’s fraught historical relationship with 
racism, its role in perpetuating racialized forms of knowledge pro-
duction, sustaining racial paradigms29 and disregarding ethical can-
ons by experimenting on non-white human subjects30, has reduced 
research participation in some populations31. Furthermore, the 
epistemic authority of science and scientists has been challenged by 
misinformation and disinformation32,33, a “reproducibility crisis”34, 
conspiracy theories35,36 and science-related populist attitudes37,38. 
Science-related populism has been conceptualized as a perceived 
antagonism between ‘the ordinary people’ and common sense on one 
side and academic elites and scientific expertise on the other37. Unlike 
political populism, which criticizes political elites and their political 
power claims, science-related populism criticizes academic elites, 
challenges their decision-making authority in scientific research and 
suggests that their epistemic truth claims are inferior to the common 
sense of ‘the people’37. Anti-science attitudes, even if held by only a 
minority of people, raise concerns about a potential crisis of trust in sci-
ence, which could challenge the epistemic authority of science and the 
role of scientists in supporting evidence-based policymaking20,37. These 
concerns, which have been prominently discussed in leading news 
media, have been exacerbated as trust in scientists and their desired 
role in policymaking have become divided along partisan lines. Several 
studies show that in the USA and some other countries, conservatives 
and right-leaning individuals have low levels of trust in scientists, hold 
stronger anti-science attitudes and express low confidence that scien-
tists act in the best interest of the public, provide benefits to society 
and apply reliable methods19–21,39,40. Empirical evidence is needed to 
determine how widespread such critical attitudes towards science are 
across countries and population groups.

Our survey goes beyond commonly studied correlates of trust 
in scientists in four important ways. First, we investigate how trust in 
scientists relates to science-related populist attitudes. Science-related 
populists deny that scientists are knowledgeable experts and believe 
that they do not act in the interest of the general public—two key aspects 
of trust in scientists37. Second, we investigate whether trust in scientists 
is related to people’s social dominance orientation (SDO), which has 
been defined as “the degree to which individuals desire and support 
group-based hierarchy and the domination of ‘inferior’ groups by ‘supe-
rior’ groups”41 (p. 48). Individuals high in SDO are arguably less likely to 
trust scientists, as they perceive universities as hierarchy-attenuating 
social institutions42. Previous research supports this, showing that high 
SDO is a predictor of low trust in scientists43 and distrust in climate 
science19,43. However, it is unknown how SDO relates to trust in scientists 
across many countries. Third, we investigate what goals people want 
scientists to prioritize in their work and how this relates to trust. Fourth, 
we investigate whether people perceive that their desired priorities 
are tackled by science.

To answer our research questions, we conducted a crowdsourced 
Many Labs project with the same translated online questionnaire given 
to 71,922 respondents in 68 countries on all inhabited continents (Sup-
plementary Fig. 2). The term ‘country’ in this Article refers to both 
sovereign states and territories not recognized as such. The survey 
covered 31% of the world’s countries, which together make up 79% of the 
global population. The data were collected between November 2022 
and August 2023, with quota samples that were weighted according 

to national distributions of age, gender and education level, as well 
as country sample size. As recommended by other studies on trust in 
scientists6, we provided the respondents with a definition of science 
and scientists to mitigate semantic variations across languages (Sup-
plementary Information). We measured trust in scientists (instead 
of science) because ‘science’ is more abstract than ‘scientists’ and 
therefore makes a less clear referent: people may think of scientific 
institutions, scientific communities, scientific methods or individual 
scientists when being asked about their general perception of ‘science’. 
However, these trust measures can be distinguished both conceptually 
and empirically25,44. For example, research has shown that less educated 
people trust scientific methods more than scientific institutions44. 
General measures that assess trust in the scientific community capture 
only some of the conceptually established dimensions of perceived 
trustworthiness (for example, expertise)25. We reduced this ambiguity 
by avoiding the abstract category ‘science’ and using the more concrete 
reference object ‘scientists’6. We slightly deviated from the preregistra-
tion. We collapsed sparsely populated neighbouring strata for post 
hoc weighting, excluded confidence in science as a model covariate 
because of multicollinearity and included SDO as a covariate in the 
regression model testing predictors of normative perceptions of the 
role of science in society and politics (Supplementary Information). All 
analyses can be reproduced with the replication materials available at 
https://osf.io/wj34h/.

Results
Trust in scientists across the world
We employed an index composed from a 12-item scale measuring four 
established dimensions of trustworthiness: perceived competence, 
benevolence, integrity and openness13,25,45. This scale is based on a com-
prehensive review of trust measures used to assess trustworthiness 
perceptions of scientists45. It was pretested to confirm its reliability, 
relies on accepted conceptual assumptions that we validated in factor 
analyses and has high reliability across countries46. However, confirma-
tory factor analyses show that we can assume only configural invari-
ance and no metric or scalar invariance46. This is a common caveat of 
multilingual survey research and is to some extent unavoidable47. When 
these components of trustworthiness perceptions are aggregated to a 
single score, the index represents an integrative measure of public trust 
in scientists with strong reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.93 and ω = 0.95). 
We therefore used the aggregate index for our main analyses (see Sup-
plementary Information for additional analyses with individual trust 
dimensions).

Overall, trust in scientists is moderately high (grand mean, 3.62; 
s.d., 0.70; 1 = very low, 2 = somewhat low, 3 = neither high nor low, 
4 = somewhat high, 5 = very high). No country shows low overall trust 
in scientists (Fig. 1). Across the globe, people perceive scientists as 
having high competence (mean, 4.02; s.d., 0.71), with 78% believing 
that scientists are qualified to conduct high-impact research (5% 
believe they are unqualified, and 16% selected the scale midpoint; 
Supplementary Fig. 3). People perceive scientists to have moderate 
integrity (mean, 3.58; s.d., 0.78) and benevolent intentions (mean, 
3.55; s.d., 0.82; Supplementary Table 1). For example, 57% of people 
believe that most scientists are honest (11% believe they are dishon-
est, and 31% selected the scale midpoint), and 56% believe that most 
scientists are concerned about people’s well-being (15% believe they 
are not concerned, and 29% selected the scale midpoint). Scientists’ 
perceived openness to feedback is slightly lower (mean, 3.33; s.d., 
0.86), with 42% believing that scientists pay attention to others’ views 
somewhat or very much. Overall, 75% agree that scientific research 
methods are the best way to find out whether something is true or 
false. Trust in scientific methods moderately correlates with trust in 
scientists (r69,516 = 0.473; P < 0.001; t = 128.45; 95% confidence interval 
(CI), 0.468 to 0.478), supporting previous findings on the multidimen-
sionality of trust in science44.
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Fig. 1 | Weighted means for trust in scientists across countries and regions 
(1 = very low, 3 = neither high nor low, 5 = very high). Total n = 69,527. 
Country ns range between 312 and 8,014 (see Supplementary Information for 

a detailed overview). The vertical line denotes the weighted grand mean. The 
horizontal lines indicate means ± standard errors. Country-level standard errors 
range between 0.008 and 0.133.

http://www.nature.com/nathumbehav


Nature Human Behaviour

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-024-02090-5

While trust in science is moderately high overall, there are notable 
variations across countries and regions (Fig. 1). Contrary to previous 
studies6,7, we did not find a clear pattern that scientists are less trusted 
in Latin American and African countries. However, we did find patterns 
within specific regions. For example, Russia as well as several former 
Soviet republics and satellite states (such as Kazakhstan) show rela-
tively low trust in scientists.

Correlates of trust in scientists
To identify correlates of trust in scientists, we fitted linear 
random-intercept regression models that included post-stratification 
weights to provide estimates that are nationally representative in terms 

of gender, age and education in almost all countries. To investigate 
how trust in scientists differs across population groups, we assessed 
several demographic variables and analysed their correlation with 
trust in scientists. We found higher levels of trust among many demo-
graphic groups: women, older people, residents of urban (versus rural) 
regions, people with high incomes, religious people, educated people, 
liberal people and left-leaning people (Fig. 2; see also Supplementary 
Table 2). Differences across countries and sociodemographic groups 
can be explored with an online data visualization tool developed for 
this project: https://tisp.shinyapps.io/TISP/.

One might assume that trust in science would correlate with ter-
tiary education, as people with more years of schooling and university 
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Fig. 2 | Standardized estimates of weighted blockwise multilevel regression 
models testing the association of trust in scientists with demographic 
characteristics, ideological views, attitudes towards science and country-
level indicators (random intercepts across countries). The dots indicate point 
estimates of fixed effects, and the horizontal lines indicate 95% CIs based on two-
sided t-tests. Estimates for gender (male) indicate the association of identifying 
as male and trust in scientists, where 0 = female and 1 = male. Estimates for 
education (tertiary) indicate the association of having tertiary education and 
trust in scientists, where 0 = no tertiary education and 1 = tertiary education. 
Estimates for residence place (urban) indicate the association of living in an 
urban vs rural place of residence, where 0 = rural and 1 = urban. Estimates for 
political orientation (right) indicate the association of right-leaning vs left-
leaning political orientation and trust in scientists, where 1 = strongly left-leaning 

and 5 = strongly right-leaning. Estimates for political orientation (conservative) 
indicate the association of conservative vs liberal political orientation and 
trust in scientists, where 1 = strongly liberal and 5 = strongly conservative. Bold 
indicates effects significant at P < 0.05. Block 1 uses data from all 68 countries, 
block 2 uses data from 67 countries (all except Malaysia, where SDO was not 
measured), block 3 uses data from 66 countries (all except Malaysia and Mexico, 
where willingness to be vulnerable to science was not measured) and block 4 
uses data from 51 countries (all except those where PISA’s literacy scores were not 
available; Supplementary Information). The full regression results are reported 
in Supplementary Table 2. The results of exploratory analyses with individual 
trust dimensions are reported in Supplementary Figs. 4–7. GDP, gross domestic 
product; Govt, government.
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education have had more chances to build a closer relationship with 
science and experience the competence and benevolence of scientists, 
for example48. However, our data show only a small positive relation-
ship between tertiary education and trust in scientists on average 
(β63,979 = 0.035; P < 0.001; t = 12.56; 95% CI, 0.029 to 0.040). In fact, in 
most countries we found little or no credible evidence for a relationship 
between tertiary education and trust (Supplementary Fig. 8). Overall, 
the relationships between demographic characteristics and trust in 
scientists are very small (marginal effects plots with unstandardized 
units are shown in Supplementary Fig. 9).

Many might also assume that religiosity is associated with lower 
trust in scientists, given that many studies conducted in Global North 
countries have found this relationship (see, for example, refs. 19,49). 
However, against this assumption, one previous study found that only 
29% of people worldwide believe that science stands in disagreement 
with their religion6. Another study found that while religiosity is associ-
ated with negative attitudes towards science in the USA, the relation-
ship is inconsistent across the world50. Indeed, we found that, overall, 
religiosity is positively associated with trust in scientists (β47,597 = 0.051; 
P < 0.001; t = 16.68; 95% CI, 0.045 to 0.057). However, as previous stud-
ies have also shown, we found substantive differences across countries 
and regions50,51. In Muslim countries such as Türkiye, Bangladesh and 
Malaysia (Supplementary Fig. 10), trust is positively associated with 
religiosity. Qualitative interviews conducted by the Pew Research 
Center put these findings into context52. They found that most Muslim 
participants did not perceive a conflict between science and religion, 
because their holy text, the Quran, proclaims many principles of sci-
ence. Conversely, some Christians perceive that science disagrees with 
their religion, even though there are pronounced variations across 
countries52. Our findings are consistent with these results.

Other positive correlates of trust in scientists include people’s 
willingness to rely on scientific advice and thus make themselves vul-
nerable to scientists, the belief that science benefits people like them, 
and trust in scientific methods.

Our study also sheds light on individual attributes that are asso-
ciated with lower trust in scientists—namely, conservative political 
orientation, higher SDO and science-populist attitudes. Previous stud-
ies, which mostly focused on North America and Europe, have found 
right-leaning and conservative political orientation to be negatively 
associated with trust in scientists19,20. Our study partly confirms these 
findings. We found a negative association between trust and conserva-
tive political orientation. However, we found a very small, positive rela-
tionship between right-leaning political orientation and trust. Given 
that some recent global social science studies used a left–right measure 
to assess political orientation while others used a liberal–conservative 
measure53–55, we used both measures and analysed how the results vary 
depending on the measure in question. We found that the relationships 
between the two measures of political orientation and trust vary sub-
stantially across countries (Fig. 3a,b and Supplementary Figs. 11 and 12). 
For example, in the USA, trust is associated with a liberal orientation 
but not with one’s self-placement on the left–right spectrum. More 
generally, right-leaning and conservative political orientation are 
negatively associated with trust in scientists in several European and 
North American countries, so previous research, which has dispropor-
tionally focused on these countries, has tended to stress right-leaning 
and conservative distrust. However, in most countries (k = 41 for the 
left–right measure and k = 48 for the liberal–conservative measure), 
our data do not show credible evidence of a relationship between 
political orientation and trust in scientists. Furthermore, in some 
Eastern European, Southeast Asian and African countries, right-leaning 
individuals have higher trust in scientists. These contrasting findings 
may be explained by the fact that in some countries right-leaning par-
ties may have cultivated reservations against scientists among their 
supporters, while in other countries left-leaning parties may have done 
so56 (Supplementary Fig. 11). In other words, the attitudes of political 

leadership rather than peoples’ political orientation may better explain 
politically correlated attitudes towards scientists (see Supplementary 
Information for selected country-specific explanations). We encour-
age future research to investigate differences in the two measures of 
political orientation on the country level (for broader discussions on 
these measures, see refs. 57–60).

Some studies have looked at SDO—that is to say, a preference for 
social hierarchy and inequality—and found it to be negatively asso-
ciated with trust in scientists19,43. Our results confirm this: the low 
grand mean for SDO (mean, 3.62; s.d., 1.76; 1 = extremely oppose to 
10 = extremely favour) is consistent with the overall moderately high 
trust in scientists. Moreover, we found that those who favour hierarchy 
enhancement (that is, more strongly endorse SDO) are less likely to 
trust scientists (β47,602 = −0.098; P < 0.001; t = −31.98; 95% CI, −0.104 to 
−0.092). This may be because they see universities (that is, scientists) 
as institutions that weaken social hierarchies42.

We also found that low trust in scientists is associated with 
science-related populist attitudes—that is, beliefs that people’s com-
mon sense is superior to the expertise of scientists and scientific insti-
tutions. This corroborates findings on single countries38 and provides 
evidence that populist resentment against science, a prevalent com-
ponent of the trust crisis narrative, may undermine public trust in 
scientists.

We also tested preregistered hypotheses assuming that trust in 
scientists is linked to country-level indicators, including gross domestic 
product per capita, PISA’s science literacy score and the Academic Free-
dom Index. Contrary to the finding of the Wellcome Global Monitor6, we 
found that trust is weakly correlated with the Gini inequality index (that 
is, trust is higher in countries with more income inequality). One possi-
ble explanation for the discrepancy between the Monitor and our study 
is that urban populations—which are more likely to trust scientists 
(Fig. 2)—were overrepresented in our samples from countries with high 
Gini scores (for example, South Africa). However, a non-preregistered 
analysis advised against this explanation: the extent of oversampling 
urban participants (the difference of urban-residence individuals in 
the sample versus in the population) did not moderate the effect of 
the Gini index on trust in scientists. We found tentative support for 
another explanation: the relationship between income inequality 
and trust (Supplementary Fig. 13) is largely driven by countries with 
a high degree of corruption (primarily Latin American countries as 
well as sub-Saharan African countries), as indicated by a significant 
but very low-powered (1 − β = 0.25 at α = 0.05) interaction effect of the 
Gini index and Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions 
Index61 (Supplementary Table 3). This suggests that people in countries 
with high inequality may see scientists as a trustworthy alternative to 
perceivably corrupt governments and political and economic elites62–64. 
Comparing trust in scientists to trust in the national government (based 
on country estimates from the Wellcome Global Monitor) supports 
this assumption. Some countries with higher perceived corruption 
rank considerably lower in trust in the government than in trust in 
scientists, whereas the opposite applies to less corrupt countries with 
lower perceived corruption (Supplementary Fig. 14). Overall, we found 
no credible evidence that trust in the government and trust in scien-
tists are correlated at the country level (r63 = 0.138; P = 0.274; t = 1.104; 
95% CI, −0.110 to 0.369). We did not find credible evidence that trust 
is higher in countries with higher average science literacy scores and 
government expenditures on education, which challenges assumptions 
that public understanding of science, and policy measures to increase 
such understanding, foster trust in scientists65.

Normative perceptions of scientists in society
Left–right divides in public opinion about science often centre on the 
question of whether scientists should take an active role in policymak-
ing66. We found that people tend to agree that scientists should engage 
in society and policymaking (grand mean, 3.64; s.d., 0.87; 1 = strongly 
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disagree to 5 = strongly agree). In the countries surveyed, a large major-
ity (83%) agree that scientists should communicate about science with 
the public, particularly in African countries. Overall, only a minority 
disagree that scientists should actively advocate for specific policies 
(23%), communicate their findings to politicians (19%) and be more 
involved in the policymaking process (21%). However, perceptions 
differ across countries (Supplementary Fig. 15).

About a quarter of the sample selected the scale midpoints, 
neither agreeing nor disagreeing on whether scientists should be 
more involved in policymaking and society (Fig. 4). People with high 

trust in scientists strongly favour scientists’ engagement in society 
and policymaking (β48 = 0.262; P < 0.001; t = 17.86; 95% CI, 0.232 to 
0.291), especially in English-speaking countries (Supplementary 
Fig. 16). Support for scientists’ engagement in society and policymak-
ing also varies both between and within countries. People who are 
younger, have tertiary education and higher income, or live in urban 
areas generally approve of scientists’ engagement in society and 
policymaking (Supplementary Table 4). Also, right-leaning people 
and conservatives disapprove of scientists’ engagement in society 
and policymaking.

Country-level e�ects of right-leaning political orientation and trust in scientists

Standardized country-level e�ect size

–0.2
(Right-leaning people

have lower trust)

–0.1 0 0.1 0.2
(Left-leaning

have lower trust)

Standardized country-level e�ect size

–0.2
(Conservatives have lower trust)

–0.1 0 0.1 0.2
(Liberals have lower trust)

Country-level e�ects of conservative political orientation and trust in scientists

a

b

Fig. 3 | Relationship of political orientation measures and trust in scientists. 
a,b, Standardized country-level effects of political orientation (in a, 1 = strongly 
left-leaning to 5 = strongly right-leaning; in b, 1 = strongly liberal to 5 = strongly 
conservative) on trust in scientists (1 = very low, 3 = neither high nor low, 5 = very 
high). These effects are sums of the grand effect for political orientation across all 
countries and the random effect within each country; they were estimated with 
weighted linear multilevel regressions that contained random intercepts and 
random slopes for political orientation (left–right in a and liberal–conservative 
in b) across countries. These models control for demographic characteristics. 

Two-sided t-tests of the estimates used percentile bootstrapping. Countries 
with significant country-level effects (P < 0.05) are displayed in colours. 
Countries coloured in shades of blue show a positive country-level association 
of left-leaning (a) or liberal (b) orientation and trust in scientists (that is, 
right-leaning people or conservatives have lower trust). Countries coloured in 
shades of red show a positive country-level association of right-leaning (a) or 
conservative (b) orientation and trust in scientists (that is, left-leaning people 
or liberals have lower trust). Countries with non-significant effects are shaded in 
dark grey. Countries with no available data are shaded in light grey.
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Perceived and desired priorities of scientific research
We hypothesized that trust in scientists relates to another normative 
belief about science: expectations about which societal goals scientists 
should prioritize67. We compared whether people’s expectations match 
their perceptions of whether scientists actually tackle the following 
goals: improving public health, solving energy problems, reducing 
poverty, and developing defence and military technology.

Overall, people assign the highest priority to improving public 
health (mean, 4.49; s.d. = 0.84; 1 = low to 5 = high), followed by solving 
energy problems (mean, 4.38; s.d. = 0.90) and reducing poverty (mean, 
4.09; s.d. = 1.10). The responses suggest a substantial discrepancy 
between what they perceive science is currently prioritizing and what 
they expect scientists to prioritize, with poverty reduction showing the 
most substantial discrepancy (Fig. 5). The least desired research goal is 
developing defence and military technology (mean, 3.10; s.d. = 1.36). 
Again, there are large differences between global regions (ranging from 
a mean of 1.88 (s.d. = 1.21) in Uruguay to a mean of 4.07 (s.d. = 1.52) in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo). In African and Asian countries, 
people often demand high priority for developing defence and mili-
tary technology, unlike people in most European and Latin American 
countries (Supplementary Fig. 17). Overall, people tend to think that 
science prioritizes developing defence and military technology more 
than they desire.

Further analyses show that the discrepancy between people’s 
perceived and desired research priorities is associated with trust in 
scientists. On the one hand, higher trust is linked to a lower likeli-
hood that scientists’ efforts do not meet people’s expectations for 
the following goals: improve public health, solve energy problems and 
reduce poverty (Supplementary Table 5; see exploratory analyses with 
reversed hypothesized causality in Supplementary Table 6). In other 
words, the more people trust scientists, the more they perceive that 
scientists’ efforts exceed expectations. On the other hand, a higher 
likelihood that scientists’ perceived efforts exceed people’s expecta-
tions is associated with less trust in scientists in the case of developing 
defence and military technology (that is, those who think scientists are 
too focused on defence and military technology trust science less).

Discussion
Our 68-country survey challenges the idea that there is a widespread 
lack of public trust in scientists. In most countries, scientists and 

scientific methods are trusted. This finding is in line with other inter-
national studies on trust in scientists5–7. Our study thus confirms, 
expands and strengthens previous work that refutes the narrative of 
a wide-ranging crisis of trust. We expand previous studies by providing 
a comprehensive dataset on trust in scientists post-pandemic and rely-
ing on a theoretically informed multidimensional trust measure. We 
also show that certain factors, such as being male, being conservative, 
having high SDO and having science-populist attitudes, are correlated 
with lower trust in scientists.

Public perception of scientific integrity—one of four components 
of trust—is somewhat high, but perceptions of scientists’ openness 
are lower. Therefore, scientists wishing to gain public trust could 
work on being more receptive to feedback and more transparent 
about their funding and data sources, and invest more effort into 
communicating about science with the public—which we found to be 
desired by 83% of respondents. We recommend avoiding top-down 
communication but encouraging public participation in genuine 
dialogue, in which scientists seek to consider the insights and needs 
of other societal actors68.

Trust differs considerably across countries (Fig. 1 and Supplemen-
tary Figs. 18–21), and there is substantial variation of the trust dimen-
sions, which demonstrates the importance of using multidimensional 
trust measures like ours in comparative survey research25. This, in turn, 
will help scientists and science communicators better understand how 
to act in ways that increase different components of trustworthiness 
perceptions—that is, competence, integrity, benevolence and open-
ness. Relatedly, trust in scientists varies across population groups, 
with women, older people and more educated people trusting scien-
tists more. While demographic characteristics probably cannot cause 
views about scientists per se, they reflect shared direct or mediated 
experiences with scientists. For example, women’s lived experiences 
with science are probably different from those of men. Media coverage 
disproportionally features male scientists and portrays them differ-
ently than female scientists, which may evoke different trustworthiness 
perceptions across genders69,70.

This information can help scientists and science communicators 
better tailor their communication to different audiences. Our study 
assessed trust in scientists without distinguishing between different 
scientific fields. In some countries, trust may depend on the scientists’ 
discipline and the potential impacts of science on public policy18,71.

11%9%26%27%27%

Scientists should work closely with politicians to integrate scientific results into policymaking.

13%10%28%24%25%

Scientists should actively advocate for specific policies.

10%9%25%26%30%

Scientists should communicate their findings to politicians.

11%10%27%26%26%

Scientists should be more involved in the policymaking process.

2%2%14%29%54%

Scientists should communicate about science with the general public.

5—strongly agree 4 3 2 1—strongly disagree

Fig. 4 | Normative perceptions of scientists in society and policymaking. Normative perceptions of scientists in society and policymaking using weighted response 
probabilities.

http://www.nature.com/nathumbehav


Nature Human Behaviour

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-024-02090-5

Trust and its correlates such as right-leaning and conservative polit-
ical orientation, education and religiosity clearly vary across countries. 
This exemplifies the need for more international research that includes 
underrepresented countries and understudied subpopulations. Our 
findings also highlight the inconsistency in the association between 
political orientation depending on the measure used (left–right versus 
liberal–conservative) and the country of study, as well as the importance 
of ideology—specifically SDO—in relating to trust in scientists. While 
previous research finds that SDO is associated with the rejection of 
specific scientific information, such as the reality of climate change72 or 
the safety and efficacy of vaccines26, our findings support the idea that 
SDO may play a more fundamental role in undermining trust in scien-
tists more generally. Scientists who challenge unjust social hierarchies 
might increase benevolence perceptions among some groups but would 
probably further decrease trust among people with SDOs. Interventions 
could be developed to build the perceived trustworthiness of scientists 
and involve trusted communicators outside of scientific institutions.

While no country has low trust in scientists on average, lack of 
trust in scientists by even a small minority needs to be taken seri-
ously. Distrusting minorities may affect considerations of scientific 
evidence in policymaking, as well as decisions by individuals that 
can affect society at large, especially if they receive extensive news 
media coverage and include people in positions of power that can 
influence policymaking11,73,74. A minority of 10% can be sufficient to 
flip a majority75, and when a critical mass value of 25% is reached, 
majority opinion can be tipped76. In the context of climate change, an 
agent-based model showed that an evidence-resistant minority can 
delay the process of public opinion converging with the scientific con-
sensus77. Future research should investigate the size of these distrusting 
minorities across countries and their characteristics.

In most countries, a majority of people want scientists to take part 
in policymaking. Future international comparative research should 
analyse whether opinions differ depending on a scientist’s exper-
tise regarding a policy issue78 and public support for the policy in 
question15,79,80. Future studies should also examine whether normative 
perceptions of science in policymaking shift when specific scientific 
disciplines or policy issues are mentioned in real-world settings.

A majority of the public wants scientists to prioritize research on 
public health and solving energy problems. Yet, most people believe 
that scientists are currently not tackling these issues sufficiently and 
think that defence and military technology are prioritized too much. 
As the perceived benefits of science are strongly correlated with trust 
in scientists, greater consideration of public research priorities by 
scientists, funding agencies and philanthropists presents an important 
avenue to increase trust. At the same time, science communication 
efforts could increasingly focus on highlighting ongoing research on 
public health and solving energy problems to elevate the prominence 
of this research in the minds of the public.

Our study has several limitations, mostly related to the interna-
tional data collection effort. For example, our survey was fielded in 
English/French in some countries where English/French are not the 
most commonly spoken languages, including Botswana, Ethiopia, 
Ghana, India, Kenya and Nigeria. This probably resulted in the over-
sampling of more educated population segments. This limitation 
arises from the fact that our survey was fielded as an online survey, 
which considerably limited the representability of populations in 
certain countries with lower Internet penetration. Furthermore, we 
showed all participants the same definition of science and scientists 
at the beginning of the survey to make sure that the participants had 
a common definition in mind when answering the survey. A simi-
lar definition had been pretested and used by the Wellcome Global 
Monitor, one of the main global studies on trust in science. However, 
we are aware that introducing a very broad definition of science 
and scientists excludes other epistemological traditions, such as 
traditional and indigenous knowledges. While our definition of sci-
ence reflects the dominant and Western conception of science, we 
want to acknowledge the importance of traditional and indigenous 
knowledges. It should further be noted that the words ‘science’ and 
‘scientists’ may be interpreted slightly differently across countries. 
Thus, while we provided a definition of science and scientists at the 
beginning of the study, we cannot exclude the fact that translations 
of the words ‘science’ and ‘scientists’ might have slightly different 
connotations across countries. We provide a more detailed discussion 
of our limitations in the Supplementary Information.

“Science aims to
tackle this goal.”

“Scientists should
prioritize this goal.”

3.81

3.84

2.98

3.79

4.49

4.38

4.09

3.10

0.68 (P < 0.001)

0.54 (P < 0.001)

1.11 (P < 0.001)

0.69 (P < 0.001)

Di erence

Develop defence and
military technology

Reduce poverty

Solve energy problems

Improve public health

1 2 3 4 5

Average agreement

How strongly do you believe that scientists should prioritize these goals and that science
actually tackles them?

Perceived and desired priorities of scientific research

Fig. 5 | Perceived research priorities for four goals of scientific research and desired research priorities. The grey horizontal lines indicate the discrepancy between 
perceived research priorities (“Science aims to tackle this goal”; blue) and desired priorities (“Scientists should prioritize this goal”; red). The P values indicate the 
results of weighted paired-samples, two-sided t-tests for significant differences between perceived priorities and desired priorities.
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Newspapers, opinion pieces and books8 have spread narratives 
of low public trust in scientists. However, such claims remain largely 
unsubstantiated by empirical evidence5–7. Our Many Labs study pro-
vides decision makers, scientists and the public with large-scale and 
open public-opinion data on trust in scientists that can help these 
stakeholders maintain and potentially increase trust in scientists.

Methods
Overview
The data underlying the analyses were collected in an international 
pretested, preregistered, cross-sectional online survey (n = 71,922 
participants in k = 68 countries) between November 2022 and August 
2023 as part of the TISP Many Labs project (‘Trust in Science and 
Science-Related Populism’). TISP is an international, multidiscipli-
nary consortium of 241 researchers from 179 institutions across all 
continents. The researchers conducted surveys within 88 post hoc 
weighted quota samples in 68 countries, using the same questionnaire 
translated into 37 languages. In the following, we describe the proce-
dures used to collect and analyse the data. Further details are available 
in the Supplementary Information and Mede et al.46.

Institutional review board approval
Our questionnaire was considered exempt from full institutional review 
board (IRB) review from the Harvard University Area Committee on the 
Use of Human Subjects (protocol no. IRB22-1046) in August 2022. A 
modified IRB application was submitted and considered exempt from 
full IRB review by the Harvard University Area Committee on the Use 
of Human Subjects in November 2022 (protocol no. IRB22-1046). All 
authors have informed themselves whether IRB approval was required 
from their institutions and obtained IRB approval if necessary. Sup-
plementary Table 22 lists all IRB approvals that were obtained for this 
study.

Pretest
A pretest with n = 401 participants was conducted in the USA in October 
2022. The average completion time was 14 min. After the pretest, the 
questionnaire was slightly modified, and two questions were added 
to the survey. The data from the pretest were not included in the final 
analyses.

Questionnaire
In total, we measured 111 variables. No identifiable information was 
collected. In the following, we list the measures relevant for this study. 
The complete questionnaire (in English) is available via the Open Sci-
ence Framework at https://osf.io/7y2br/. The participants were pre-
sented with these components in the order in which they are explained 
below, but the order of questions and items of multi-item scales was 
randomized.

Consent form. The participants were asked to carefully read a consent 
form (approved under IRB protocol no. IRB22-1046), which included 
some general information about the study and the anonymity of the 
data.

Demographic data—part 1. Participants who consented to participat-
ing in the study were then asked to indicate their gender (0 = female, 
1 = male, 2 = prefer to self-describe, 99 = prefer not to say), age and 
level of education (1 = did not attend school, 2 = primary education, 
3 = secondary education (for example, high school), 4 = higher educa-
tion (for example, university degree or higher-education diploma)).

Attention check 1. The first attention check asked the participants to 
write the number 213 into a comment box. Participants who failed the 
attention check were redirected to the end of the survey and were not 
remunerated. See the Supplementary Information for details on how 

many respondents failed this attention check in the overall sample 
and across countries.

Definition of science and scientists. The participants were presented 
with a definition of science and scientists: “When we say ‘science’, we 
mean the understanding we have about the world from observation 
and testing. When we say ‘scientists’, we mean people who study nature, 
medicine, physics, economics, history, and psychology, among other 
things.” This definition was based on the Wellcome Global Monitor6. 
We added it because in-depth interviews conducted by the Monitor6 
suggested that including a definition would improve the reliability of 
cross-country comparisons.

Perceived benefits of science. The participants were asked how much 
they perceived that scientific research benefits people like themselves 
in their country (1 = not at all, 5 = very strongly) and which geographic 
region benefits the most and the least from the work that scientists 
do (1 = Africa, 2 = Asia, 3 = Australia and Oceania, 4 = Europe, 5 = Latin 
America, 6 = North America).

Desired and perceived goals of science. The participants were asked 
what goals scientists should prioritize (four items; 1 = very low priority, 
5 = very high priority) and how strongly they believed that science aims 
to tackle these goals (1 = not at all, 5 = very strongly).

Normative perceptions of science and society. The participants rated 
their agreement with six statements (for example, scientists should 
be more involved in the policymaking process) (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree). Five of these statements were taken from ref. 66.

Willingness to be vulnerable to scientists. Participants’ willingness 
to be vulnerable to scientific guidance was assessed with three items 
(1 = not at all, 5 = very strongly). Willingness to be vulnerable has been 
conceptualized as a behavioural trust measure, as it reflects the ceding 
of authority48.

Trust in scientists. Trust in scientists was assessed with 12 questions 
on four different dimensions of trustworthiness (that is, competence, 
integrity, benevolence and openness) (1 = very [unqualified], 5 = very 
[qualified]), on the basis of Besley et al.48. Psychometric analyses (for 
example, scale reliability, exploratory and confirmatory factor analy-
ses, and measurement invariance tests) can be found in the Supple-
mentary Information.

Trust in scientific methods. The participants indicated their level of 
agreement on whether scientific research methods are the best way to find 
out if something is true or false (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

General trust in scientists. A single question taken from Funk et al.81 
was used to measure the participants’ level of confidence in scientists 
(1 = no confidence at all, 5 = a great deal of confidence).

Science-related populism. Science-related populist attitudes 
were assessed with the SciPop Scale38, which comprises eight items 
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Attention check 2. In the second attention check, the participants 
were instructed to select ‘strongly disagree’ to a question. Participants 
who did not select ‘strongly disagree’ were redirected to the end of the 
survey and were not remunerated. See the Supplementary Information 
for details on how many respondents failed this attention check in the 
overall sample and across countries.

SDO. To assess SDO, we used four items from Pratto et al.82 (1 = extremely  
opposed, 10 = extremely favour).
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Demographic data—part 2. The participants indicated their house-
hold’s yearly net income (in local currency), their political orienta-
tion on a spectrum from liberal to conservative (1 = strongly liberal, 
5 = strongly conservative, 99 = I don’t know) and on a spectrum from 
left-leaning to right-leaning (1 = strongly left-leaning, 5 = strongly 
right-leaning, 99 = I don’t know), their religiosity (1 = not religious 
at all, 5 = very strongly religious), and whether they live in a rural or 
urban area.

Collaborators were allowed to add questions at the end of the 
survey. Additional questions did not have to be approved by the lead 
author.

Translations
The original English survey was translated into the local language where 
necessary. Translations were done by native speakers who were familiar 
with the study background and, in many cases, had expertise on sur-
vey research. Minor linguistic adjustments were made to the survey if 
deemed necessary. Major changes in the wording of the original survey 
instrument had to be approved by the project lead. In total, the survey 
instrument was translated into 36 languages and dialects46.

Preregistration
We submitted a comprehensive preregistration prior to the data collec-
tion to the Open Science Framework on 15 November 2022. It included 
detailed descriptions of our research questions and hypotheses, instru-
ments, data collection, and analytical procedures and is available at 
https://osf.io/9ksrj. We slightly deviated from the preregistration: we 
collapsed sparsely populated neighbouring strata for post hoc weight-
ing, excluded confidence in science as a model covariate because of 
multicollinearity and included SDO as a covariate in the regression 
model testing predictors of normative perceptions of the role of sci-
ence in society and politics. Please see the Supplementary Information 
for deviations from the preregistration.

Power analysis
To determine our minimum target sample size, we ran simulation-based 
power analyses using the R package simr (v.1.0.7)83, which is designed 
to conduct power analyses for generalized linear mixed models such 
as those we used in the main study (for detailed information, see Sup-
plementary Information).

Data collection
Data were collected in surveys that used quotas for age (five bins: 
20% 18–29 years, 20% 30–39 years, 20% 40–49 years, 20% 50–59 years 
and 20% 60 years and older) and gender (two bins: 50% male and 50% 
female). The participants had to be 18 years of age or older and provide 
informed consent to participate in the study. The data were collected 
between November 2022 and August 2023. See Mede et al.46 for an 
overview of survey periods across countries. The median completion 
time was 18 min.

The surveys were programmed in Qualtrics. Participants that com-
pleted the survey were remunerated according to the market research 
company’s local rates. All data were collected via online surveys, except 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where the participants were inter-
viewed face-to-face and their responses were recorded in Qualtrics by 
the interviewers. The collaborators were instructed to work with the 
market research company Bilendi & respondi, except in most African 
countries, where collaborators collected data with MSi. Convenience 
samples were not accepted.

A total of n = 72,135 individuals from 88 samples across k = 68 coun-
tries completed the survey (n = 71,922 after the exclusion of duplicate 
respondents). See Mede et al.46 for an overview of all included countries 
and valid sample sizes across countries (that is, after the exclusion 
of duplicate respondents) and the Supplementary Information for 
detailed characteristics of the final sample and the representativeness 

of the surveyed countries by income and region (Supplementary 
Tables 12 and 13).

Preparing the dataset
Exclusion of non-completes and data quality test. We excluded all 
respondents who did not complete the survey, because they cancelled 
participation during the survey, were filtered as their gender × age 
quota was already full or did not pass one of the two attention checks. 
Overall, 4.24% of respondents who reached the first attention check 
did not pass it (“Please write the number 213 into the comment box”), 
and 24.38% of respondents who reached the second attention check 
did not pass it (“To show us that you are still paying attention, please 
select ‘strongly disagree’”; ref. 46). We excluded all respondents 
(n = 213) who completed the survey more than once (for example, IP 
address checks).

Outlier value removal. We removed extreme outlier values for age 
and household income. Age outliers were defined as values smaller 
than 18 and bigger than 100. Income outliers were defined as values 
smaller than zero, equal to zero or outside five times the interquartile 
range of the log-transformed income distribution within each country 
after the exclusion of values smaller than or equal to zero. This led to 
the removal of the age values of 8 respondents and the removal of the 
income values of 2,457 respondents (1,365 respondents indicated 
income values equal to or smaller than zero; 1,092 respondents indi-
cated income values outside five times the interquartile range of the 
log-transformed income distribution within each country after the 
exclusion of values equal to or smaller than zero).

Post hoc weighting. We computed post-stratification weights with the 
R package survey (v.4.4-2)84 to ensure that our models would estimate 
parameters that are representative of the target populations in terms of 
gender, age and education and have more precise standard errors. We 
used raking85 to compute four kinds of weights: (1) post-stratification 
weights at the country level, (2) sample size weights for each country, 
(3) post-stratification weights for the complete sample and (4) rescaled 
post-stratification weights for multilevel analyses46.

Scale reliability. Scales were combined into indices, and psychometric 
properties were assessed for all indices (Supplementary Information), 
including scale reliability (Cronbach’s α and ω) and cross-country 
measurement invariances. Scale reliability was good for all scales46.

Analyses
Factors explaining trust in scientists. To investigate explanatory fac-
tors of trust in scientists and explore how their influence varies across 
countries, we ran a blockwise linear multilevel regression analysis 
with the R package lme4 (v.1.1-35)86. The model included rescaled 
post-stratification weights87.

All independent variables in the first, second and third blocks 
were scaled by country means and country standard deviations. All 
independent variables in the fourth block were scaled by grand means 
and grand standard deviations.

We first tried to fit a model with random intercepts and random 
effects for all independent variables. However, this model failed to con-
verge with three negative eigenvalues and also had a singular fit—that 
is, some random-effects correlations were close to −1/+1, and some 
random-effects variances were close to 0. This was probably because 
the random-effects structure was too complex. We therefore simplified 
the model as follows: to test the effects of the independent variables on 
trust in scientists, we fitted a model that contained random intercepts 
across countries (but no random effects) and inspected fixed-effects 
estimates. To investigate how the influence of the independent vari-
ables varies across countries, we fitted separate models, each of which 
contained random intercepts across countries and random effects 
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for one particular independent variable. This entire procedure was 
completely in line with our preregistration.

Before we fitted the multilevel models, we confirmed that they 
would fit the data better than fixed-effects models. First, we inspected 
intraclass correlations for trust in scientists (intraclass correlation coef-
ficient (ICC), 0.170). Second, we ran a likelihood-ratio test. It showed 
that a random-intercept null model explaining trust in scientists had 
a significantly better fit than a fixed-effects null model (χ2 = 6,024.9, 
P < 0.001).

Moreover, we tested for multicollinearity of independent vari-
ables for the most complex model—that is, after the inclusion of all 
three blocks of independent variables (Supplementary Table 16). All 
variance inflation factors were well below even a very conservative 
threshold value of 4 (ref. 88).

Normative perceptions of science in policymaking. To examine 
whether the public demands that scientists should take an active role 
in society and policymaking, we ran two analyses. First, we computed 
weighted probabilities of responses to the five items measuring these 
perceptions. This analysis provided estimates that are approximately 
representative with regard to gender, age, education and country 
sample size. Second, we tested explanatory factors of normative per-
ceptions of science in policymaking and society: we fitted a linear 
multilevel regression model with the R package lme4 (ref. 86), which 
explained the average agreement with the five individual items meas-
uring those perceptions, included the rescaled post-stratification 
weights, and contained trust in scientists, science-related populist 
attitudes and sociodemographic variables as independent vari-
ables—that is, gender (binary; 1 = male), age (continuous), education 
(binary; 1 = tertiary education), annual household income in US dollars 
(continuous, log-transformed), place of residence (binary; 1 = urban), 
right-leaning political orientation (continuous), conservative political 
orientation (continuous) and religiosity. All independent variables 
were scaled by country means and country standard deviations.

We specified random intercepts across countries and random 
effects for trust in scientists and science-related populist attitudes. 
Significance tests of regression estimates relied on the Satterth-
waite method89. Before we fitted the multilevel model, we confirmed 
that it would fit the data better than a fixed-effects model. First, we 
inspected the intraclass correlation of the normative perceptions 
index (ICC = 0.104). Second, we ran a likelihood-ratio test, which 
showed that a random-intercept null model had a significantly better 
fit than a fixed-effects null model (χ2 = 3,780.6, P < 0.001). Moreover, 
we tested for multicollinearity of independent variables (Supplemen-
tary Table 17). All variance inflation factors were well below even a very 
conservative threshold value of 4 (ref. 88).

Perceived and desired priorities of scientific research. To explore 
desires that scientists should prioritize four specific goals (improv-
ing public health, solving energy problems, reducing poverty, and 
developing defences and military technology) as well as perceptions 
that science actually tackles these goals, we ran three analyses. First, 
we inspected weighted mean values of responses to the four items 
measuring priority desires as well as weighted mean values of responses 
to the four items measuring perceptions that science actually devotes 
efforts to the four goals.

Second, we ran weighted paired-samples t-tests to analyse whether 
mean values of desires and perceptions differed significantly from 
each other. These analyses provided estimates that are approximately 
representative with regard to gender, age, education and country 
sample size.

Third, we tested explanatory factors of the discrepancy between 
the desire that scientists should prioritize the four goals and percep-
tions that science actually tackles them. To do so, we ran four block-
wise linear multilevel regression analyses with the R package lme4 

(ref. 86). Each model explained the discrepancy between desires that 
scientists should prioritize one of the four goals and perceptions that 
science actually tackles them, with higher outcome variable values 
indicating that perceptions are more likely to exceed desires and lower 
outcome variable values indicating that perceptions are more likely to 
stay behind desires. All models included rescaled post-stratification 
weights87.

For each of the four models, we specified random intercepts across 
countries and random effects for trust in scientists and science-related 
populist attitudes. Significance tests of regression estimates relied on 
the Satterthwaite method89. Before we fitted the multilevel models, 
we confirmed that they would fit the data better than fixed-effects 
models. First, we inspected the intraclass correlations of the four 
discrepancy scores (health: ICC = 0.112; energy: ICC = 0.079; poverty: 
ICC = 0.134; defence: ICC = 0.107). Second, we ran likelihood-ratio tests, 
which showed that random-intercept null models had significantly 
better fit than fixed-effects null models (health: χ2 = 3,246.2, P < 0.001; 
energy: χ2 = 2,264.4, P < 0.001; poverty: χ2 = 4,835.2, P < 0.001; defence: 
χ2 = 3,669.0, P < 0.001). Moreover, we tested for multicollinearity of 
independent variables for the most complex models (Supplementary 
Table 18). All variance inflation factors were well below even a very 
conservative threshold value of 4 (ref. 88).

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature 
Portfolio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
The dataset underlying this Article is publicly available at https://doi.
org/10.17605/OSF.IO/5C3QD. Mede et al.46 provide detailed informa-
tion on the dataset, including data collection and preprocessing.

Code availability
The code for replicating the analyses underlying this Article is publicly 
available at https://osf.io/wj34h/.
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