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Psychological distance
to science

Bastiaan T. Rutjens ® "2

Psychological distance to science
reflects how people perceive sci-
ence from the perspective of the
self. For many, science represents
a distant endeavor that is irrele-
vant to day-to-day life. Research
from my lab finds that distance
to science correlates with, and
predicts, science rejection across
domains. Bringing science closer
improves trust.

Our lives are permeated by science. At the
same time, to many people, science feels
distant and difficult to relate to day-to-
day life. In this Forum, | review research
that outlines the consequences of this
psychological distance to science for pub-
lic trust in science.

Science rejection, or low trust in science, is
a pervasive problem that obstructs poten-
tial solutions to pressing societal and
environmental challenges. The ongoing
damage done by antiscience sentiments
and policies not only threatens scientific in-
stitutions and the livelihoods of scientists,
but it also jeopardizes the feasibility of the
UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals.

Even though surveys point to relatively
high levels of trust in science across the
globe [1,2], public opinion can be starkly
at odds with scientific consensus. This is
particularly the case for the more conten-
tious domains of science. Indeed, when
zooming in on evolution, climate change,
or vaccination, we no longer see the
reassuring average-to-high trust in sci-
ence, but substantial gulfs between public
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opinion and scientific consensus [3]. This
observation points to the heterogeneity of
science, meaning that the correlates of
science rejection vary depending on the
domain in question [4]. It also reflects the
basic idea of motivated rejection of sci-
ence, which is that some people do not
want to accept (some) science because it
clashes with their values, beliefs, and ide-
ologies [5]. This applies to stereotypes
about the scientists themselves too;
when zooming in on specific disciplines, it
becomes clear that trust varies across sci-
entific occupations [6].

Building on this notion of heterogeneity, re-
search has attempted to map the anteced-
ents of science rejection across science
domains, and we currently have a relatively
clear picture of who rejects what science.
There are, however, two important obsta-
cles to overcome. The first is that these an-
tecedents are generally hard to change and
attempts to overcome them might even
backfire [3,5]. The second obstacle is that
there is little evidence for domain-general
antecedents of science rejection (with
some exceptions, e.g., consensus informa-
tion [7]). By applying the concept of psycho-
logical distance to science, these obstacles
can be overcome.

Psychological distance to science
The idea of utilizing the concept of psycho-
logical distance [8] to better understand
science rejection was borne from the mo-
tivation to find a common contributor to
science rejection across domains, one
that is also malleable. Psychological dis-
tance is a widely studied construct in cog-
nitive and social psychology and refers to
perceptions of any type of attitude object
—people, ideas, concepts, events —as de-
tached from the self. These attitude ob-
jects can be perceived as distant along
four distance dimensions: hypothetical
distance (impact or relevance of object is
uncertain), temporal distance (object is far
away in time), spatial distance (object is
far away in space), and social distance

(object concerns dissimilar people). Psy-
chological distance to science, then, re-
flects perceptions of science as abstract,
unclear, and difficult to relate to people’s
everyday lives. Figure 1 shows how this
plays out for each of the four distance di-
mensions specifically.

While the ubiquity of science in our daily
lives might suggest that science is psycho-
logically proximate, this is actually not the
case [3]. A global survey' showed that for
many people across the world, science
represents something abstract that does
not benefit them. A possible reason for
this is that many of the products of science
and technology are ingrained in dalily life to
such an extent that they are no longer con-
sidered science. Thus, when asked about
science, the concepts that come to peo-
ple’s minds might not be this daily science
but rather science as an institution or the
scientific method. Similarly, when surveyed
about scientists, people might think about
stereotypical examples of scientists [6],
whereas the scientists in their own environ-
ments might not readily come to mind be-
cause these are not primarily labeled as
such (e.g., your neighbor might primarily
see you as a parent and gardening enthusi-
ast, not as a social scientist).

Individual differences in psychological
distance to science

We [9] started out with developing a ques-
tionnaire to measure perceptions of dis-
tance to science (PSYDISC; Box 1). The
scale consists of four subscales: temporal
distance (e.g., 'Science is mainly focused
on the distant future'); social distance
(e.g., 'l rarely interact with scientists in real
life"); spatial distance (e.g., 'Science and
scientific research play a big role in my
local area'); and hypothetical distance
(e.g., 'We can rely on science to deliver re-
sults that can be implemented in real life").

For the current purposes, | only focus on the
predictive validity of the scale. Confirming
hypotheses, multiple regression analyses


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.tics.2025.05.009&domain=pdf
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3163-4156

Trends in Cognitive Sciences

Spatial

Science is visible in the local community

Temporal

Science is relevant to the present time

Social

Scientists are accessible and similar

Hypothetical

Science is useful and applicable to the real
world

Trends In Cognitive Sclences

Figure 1. Descriptions of the four subdimensions of Psychological Distance to Science.

showed that PSYDISC was uniquely related
to science rejection across studies con-
ducted in the UK and the USA (these
findings were later replicated by an indepen-
dent research team [10], using a translated
scale in a Swedish sample). Controling
for various demographic, ideological, and
knowledge factors implicated in science re-
jection, higher psychological distance to sci-
ence was related to less acceptance of
climate science, vaccination, biological evo-
lution, genetically modified (GM) foods, and
human genetic editing. Zooming in on the
separate distance dimensions, it was found
that hypothetical distance to science was

consistently related to science rejection
across domains. Temporal distance (climate
science and evolution) and social distance
(GM foods and human genetic editing)
played an additional role. PSYDISC also
prospectively predicted COVID-19 vaccina-
tion status — fully vaccinated participants
scored lower on distance to science.

Experimental manipulations of psychological
distance to science

The correlational findings summarized above
point to the potency of psychological dis-
tance to science in explaining science rejec-
tion but are also limited because they

Box 1. Psychological distance to science scale [9]

Psychological distance to science. Responses given on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly

agree. R= reverse-coded item

Temporal distance

1. Most of today's science is concermned with solving problems of the distant future.

2. Science is mainly focused on the distant future.

3. Scientists spend most of their time working on issues of the distant future.
4. We will see the impact of science more in the distant future than we do in the present.

Social distance

. | rarely interact with scientists in real life.
. Scientists are very different from me.

A WN 2

Hypothetical distance

. The prospect of working as a scientist seems beyond my reach.

. It would be difficult for me to meet with a scientist.

1. Scientific knowledge is a reliable way to solve important issues. R

2. Science provides accurate information about the world we live in. R

3. We can rely on science to deliver results that can be implemented in real life. R
4. | can see the effects of science, whether positive or negative, on the world. R

Spatial distance

1. Science and scientific research play a big role in my local area. R
2. Scientific research really contributes to my local area. R
3. People from my local area don’t become scientists.

4. Very few scientists live or work in my town.
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cannot rule out alterative explanations. We
therefore extended this work by causal
tests and insights into a potential mecha-
nism. To do so, we [11] created fake univer-
sity advertisements. In three experiments,
we presented participants with one of two
versions of an almost identical advertise-
ment. One version described GM science
as psychologically distant and the other as
psychologically close. In a fourth experiment,
the topic was nanotechnology. In the distant
condition, GM science was framed as: (i)
conducted faraway (spatial); (i) not yet ap-
plied (temporal); (i) not certain to be applied
(hypothetical); and (iv) open for expert dis-
cussion (social).

Of note, we used a mixed pre-post design in
all studies; participants completed measures
of science attitudes and science rejection
and were invited to a second session 7
days later (to minimize demand characteris-
tics). This way, we could both assess
between-subjects effects and track within-
participant attitude change. Overall, results
showed that attitudes were more positive
and science rejection was lower in the psy-
chologically close condition. Importantly,
analyses of the attitude change effects
showed that these occurred in the close
condition only. In other words, bringing sci-
ence closer helped, but making science
more distant did not hurt. This could be be-
cause of the topics investigated and might
be different for science topics that are poten-
tially more proximate (e.g., vaccination). It
could also be that the default for many is
that science generally is distant [3] — in the
next and final section | reflect on ways to re-
duce this distance.

Two additional studies tested a potential
mechanism. Building on previous work
on Construal Level Theory [8] and psy-
chological distance, we tested per-
ceived concreteness and personal
relevance of science as potential media-
tors and found that personal relevance
of science mediated the effect of dis-
tance on science attitudes and rejection.
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Bringing science closer

Science is facing challenging times, and it
is important to identify ways to improve
science acceptance. The research de-
scribed here suggests one way forward,
whichis to bring science closer to the pub-
lic. Not only do individual differences in
psychological distance to science reliably
predict science rejection across domains,
but a modest, easy-to-implement inter-
vention —a 150-word advertisement — im-
proved science attitudes one week later,
which is partially due to increased per-
sonal relevance of the science described.
Future work should test more immersive
and ecologically valid means of reducing
psychological distance, hopefully improv-
ing effect sizes. One particularly promising
avenue might be citizen science, which in-
volves social proximity to science and
often bear direct relevance to people’s
local area. Indeed, recent research [12]
has found promising evidence that citizen
science activities reduce psychological
distance and subsequently increase trust.

596  Trends in Cognitive Sciences, July 2025, Vol. 29, No. 7

Trends in Cognitive Sciences

Acknowledgments

The writing of this paper was supported by funding
from the European Research Council (ERC) under the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innova-
tion programme (grant agreement No. 849125). |
thank Bojana Ve¢kalov for providing Figure 1.

Declaration of interests
No interests are declared.

Resources

https://wellcome.ac.uk/reports/wellcome-global-
monitor/2018.

‘University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Achtergracht 129-B, 1018,
WS, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
2www.psychologyofscience.nl

*Correspondence:
b.t.rutiens@uva.nl (B.T. Rutjens).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2025.05.009

© 2025 Elsevier Ltd. All rights are reserved, including those for
text and data mining, Al training, and similar technologies.

References
1. Cologna, V. et al. (2025) Trust in scientists and their role in
society across 68 countries. Nat. Hum. Behav. 9, 713-730
2. Rutjens, B.T. et al. (2022) Science skepticism across 24
countries. Soc. Psychol. Personal. Sci. 13, 102-117

5.

. Rutjens, B.T. and Hornsey, M.J. (2025) The psychology of

science rejection. Adv. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 71, 243-280

. Rutjens, B.T. et al. (2018) Not all skepticism is equal: ex-

ploring the ideological antecedents of science acceptance
and rejection. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 44, 384-405
Hornsey, M.J. (2020) Why facts are not enough: under-
standing and managing the motivated rejection of science.
Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 29, 583-591

. Gligori¢, V. et al. (2024) How social evaluations shape trust

in 45 types of scientists. PLoS One 19, 0299621

. van Stekelenburg, A. et al. (2022) Scientific-consensus

communication about contested science: a preregistered
meta-analysis. Psychol. Sci. 33, 1989-2008

. Trope, Y. and Liberman, N. (2010) Construal-level theory of

psychological distance. Psychol. Rev. 117, 440

9. Veckalov, B. et al. (2024) Psychological distance to science as a

predictor of science skepticism across domains. Personal.
Soc. Psychol. Bull. 50, 18-37

. Jansson, B. et al. (2025) Psychological distance to science: psy-

chometric evaluation of the Swedish PSYDISC-Scale and as a
predictor of science skepticism. Scand. J. Psychol., Published
online March 3, 2025. https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.13104

. Veckalov, B. et al. (2025) Psychological distance to science

affects science evaluations. J. Soc. Issues 81, 12663

. Vegt, KRR. et al. (2023) Impacts of citizen science on trust

between stakeholders and trust in science in a polarized
context. J. Environ. Policy Plan. 25, 723-736


https://wellcome.ac.uk/reports/wellcome-global-monitor/2018
https://wellcome.ac.uk/reports/wellcome-global-monitor/2018
http://www.psychologyofscience.nl
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2025.05.009
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0045
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.13104
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1364-6613(25)00121-4/rf0060

	Psychological distance to science
	Main text
	Psychological distance to science
	Individual differences in psychological distance to science
	Experimental manipulations of psychological distance to science

	Bringing science closer
	Acknowledgments
	Declaration of interests
	Resources
	References




