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Is there a crisis of trust in science? 

No, at least not across the general population. But trust in 
scientists is polarized along sociopolitical views.
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How acceptable are these 

public reactions against 

science in your opinion?

________________________________________

1 = not at all acceptable

5 = acceptable under certain circumstances 

(n = 628—702)

Point out errors in research

 

Criticize funders of research

Criticize that scientists say their political 

opinion

Ban of certain research topics

Protests or petitions against science

Substantial cuts of budgets for scientific 

research

Insults of scientists

Threats of violence against scientists

Physical assault of scientists

People support public criticism of errors and funding relations, but 
find insults, threats, and assault clearly unacceptable. 
Nationally representative survey in Switzerland, 2025 

__________________________________________________________________



Noteworthy minorities consider insults, budget cuts, and research 
bans acceptable if scientists speak out about political issues. 
Nationally representative surveys in Switzerland and Netherlands (2025)



Hate speech against scientists on social media does not reduce 
trustworthiness, but may even bolster support for science
Online survey experiment in Denmark, Germany, UK, and USA (2025)

• Compassion towards victims: Hate 
speech does not reduce trustworthiness 

• Hate against scientists can backfire: 
Higher support with scientists under 
attack, particularly in Denmark and 
Germany

• But counterspeech can also backfire: 
Gives haters more legitimacy



Is there a crisis of trust in science? 

What are effects of public backlash against academia?

Effects among citizens are limited, but a concerning, loud 
minority supports retributive actions against science. 
However, hate speech seems to have small effects on 
public opinion about scientists.
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Communicators are not often 
targets, but “in the line of fire”

So far it has always been aimed at 
either the institution, like the university 
(…), or individual researchers and 
colleagues. But luckily, myself, 
personally, I haven't experienced it. 
 

(Netherlands, female)

We’ve put up a core team of 
people who are from different 
expertise (…). I remain the point 
of contact so that they don’t 
have to call five different people. 
 

(Netherlands, female)

Communicators support 
attacked scientists

We do have training 
courses in how to 
communicate, but not 
how to deal with just 
troublesome people.
 

(Sweden, female)

Communicators 
also need support

University communicators are typically not backlash targets, but 
they support victims and thus require training and resources.
Qualitative interview study with communication officers at 15 universities in 9 countries (2022/23)
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analysis of perceptions, effects, responses, and context factors. Preprint; 10.31235/osf.io/szwqk_v1 (2025).
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• Limited institutional impact: Universities 
relatively robust to reputational damage, due to 
experienced communications offices with crisis 
management expertise

• Boundary-spanning burden: University 
communicators bear an underappreciated double 
load, acting as buffers between attackers and 
scientists while also serving as scapegoats
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University communicators are typically not backlash targets, but 
they support victims and thus require training and resources.
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• Resilience and positive effects: Many 
communicators show resilience and report 
cognitive, affective, and institutional benefits from 
navigating backlash — suggesting they have more 
agency than public discourse typically assumes.

• Country-level differences: No single standardized 
approach to handling backlash is universally 
effective (e.g., Netherlands and Germany seem 
better equipped)
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Universities can rely on largely supportive publics – but they 
need to maintain agency and allocate financial resources to 
protecting their employees and reputation.
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