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Science today operates in an environment increasingly
described as a crisis of trust, where confidence in institutions
has eroded and consensus over truth is fragmented. While still
among the most trusted actors, science faces pressing trust-
related challenges: populist rhetoric can frame scientists as
part of a detached elite, polarized debates fuel delegitimizing
narratives, scientific knowledge is increasingly presented as
another opinion and therewith competing against direct ex-
periences and gut feelings, and news media dynamics can
intensify a spiral of negativity in which scandals and threat-
oriented framings overshadow science’s constructive role.
These dynamics undermine science’s epistemic authority and
risk fueling disengagement from knowledge altogether. We
caution against the rise of epistemic indifference, where in-
dividuals lose motivation to seek, evaluate, or trust knowl-
edge, and highlight the need to safeguard the legitimacy of
science in an era of pervasive skepticism.
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Introduction

We increasingly live in a world where trust is no longer a
given. Especially citizens’ confidence in the ability and
willingness of institutions to do what is right and in the
best interest of society has taken a fall. The majority of
people across the world distrust their governmental
leaders, only about half trust media and journalists, and
just over half trusts their neighbors and citizens of their
country [1]. A source of general lower trust in society
can be related to how major institutions, such as
governmental actors, politicians, businesses, churches,
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or social media platforms, have repeatedly failed to meet
societal expectations [2]. What is more is that consensus
over truth is increasingly challenged and undermined.
Societal issues are increasingly politicized and discussed
along partisan lines [3], creating a more polarized public
debate where different ideological camps seem to have
their own truth while a collective search for a shared
reality seems absent.

All institutes and elites seem to be increasingly under
public scrutiny, yet, one institution in particular relies
fundamentally on being trusted in its pursuit of objective
truth, namely science. While science and scientists are
still amongst the most trusted actors [1], they are
increasingly facing challenges that can erode their legiti-
macy. The lack of shared facts and strong ideology-driven
beliefs complicates scientific operations. When findings
obtained with rigorous scientific methods do not align
with people’s ideological preferences, they might be
dismissed as fake or unreliable by questioning the integ-
rity of the institute or scientists rather than how a study
was conducted [3,4]. While some may lack a deeper un-
derstanding of scientific processes, even educated in-
dividuals can be polarized, using motivated reasoning to
reinforce prior beliefs rather than relying on scientific
findings. Declines in science journalism, the rise uncivil
discourse about science, like-minded social networks, and
politicization of scientific topics only worsen the problem
[5].This comes with the more recent debate on scientific
advocacy, questioning to what extent scientists’ credi-
bility might be affected when actively advocating issue
stances based on scientific consensus (e.g., about climate
change solutions) and therewith show their emotions
rather than stickling to the objectivity norm [6,7].

While science should always be critical and question
new findings and “facts,” operating in an environment of
low trust, delegitimizing accusations, and distortions in
truth, makes it inherently complex for science to fulfil
its societal role and meet the public’s expectations.
Accordingly, below we discuss the complexities of sci-
ence operating in a context of a crisis of trust, how sci-
ence risks being seen as part of an elite network and is
challenged by populist rhetoric, and the role of news
media in shaping science’s (il)legitimacy.

Crisis of trust
To better understand the complex environment that
scientists operate in, we start with discussing what
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literature has referred to as the “crisis of trust.” This
crisis is understood as a simultaneous erosion of confi-
dence in multiple institutions and a destabilized infor-
mation ecosystem marked by fears of misinformation
and general pervasive unreliability [8]. In such a
climate, trust is both more urgently needed and more
difficult to achieve. As [9] argues, trust functions as a
safety mechanism for social interaction in increasingly
dynamic, uncertain, and fragmented societies, yet today
it rests on more demanding forms of legitimacy than in
the past. Western liberal democracies in particular
appear to be increasingly shaped by widespread public
skepticism [10]. Rather than assessing institutions
individually, citizens often evaluate them collectively,
resulting in a generalized atmosphere where trust in
governments, corporations, media, and even science,
tends to default to a lower baseline. This erosion of
institutional confidence can create a self-reinforcing
cycle: suspicion of elites fuels distrust, which in turn
validates further suspicion [2] as well as the appeal of
counter-factual discourses, such as disinformation and
populism [11].

"This crisis of trust unfolds on two interrelated levels.
First, there is the decline of institutional trust itself.
The politicization and polarization of debates regarding
major socio-political issues [12] have fostered cynicism
toward institutions expected to provide solutions,
including the scientific community. Complex societal
problems (e.g., climate change, pandemics, emerging
technologies) are commonly emotionally charged and
lack simple answers. When science is perceived as
aligned with political agendas, or when episodes of sci-
entific misconduct receive high-profile media coverage,
the legitimacy of science can be damaged, even if such
cases are rare. In this environment, scientists are often
expected to act as stabilizing forces or problem-solvers
beyond their traditional responsibility, placing addi-
tional pressure on them to demonstrate integrity.

Second, informational trust itself is under threat. While
the misuse of facts is nothing new, the intensification of
mis- and disinformation [13] has led some to describe
our current age as “post-truth” [14]. Inaccurate or
misleading claims, when for example presented as
legitimate science, can distort public perceptions, un-
dermine evidence-based decision-making, and erode
confidence in scientific expertise [15,16]. Even if
people are not frequently exposed to misinformation
[17—21], it can still distort their view of the information
climate [22—27]. In this complex information landscape
distorted by (ideology-driven) misinformation claims
[28], science no longer enjoys the status of an uncon-
tested epistemic authority. Scientific findings must now
compete with “common sense” appeals, ideological
convictions, and delegitimizing narratives sometimes
amplified by powerful political actors, ranging from
climate skepticism framed as a defense of economic

freedom to outright dismissal of scientific expertise
[29]. This produces profound audience uncertainty
regarding who and what can be trusted and accepted as
honest and truthful. Additionally, it raises the question
of how science can maintain its authority when the very
notion of expertise is questioned, replaced for common
sense and gut feelings, or when scientific consensus is
portrayed as just another opinion among many.

For science and scientists, this dual challenge means
that credibility cannot be taken for granted. It calls for
deliberate reflection on how science is communicated
and how scientific institutions can position themselves
and repair their challenged paradigm. Despite still being
amongst the most trusted actors, in light of the highly
salient and mediatized discourse where the legitimacy
of all established institutes is being questioned, main-
taining public trust is increasingly of importance.

The populist delegitimization of elites and
science

Amidst the crisis of trust, scientists and science as an
institution can be regarded as part of the “corrupt” elite
that fails to represent the people’s truth and common
sense. Mede and Schaefer [4] have referred to the de-
legitimization of science and scientific elites in this
context as “science-related populism.” In line with the
idea of populist rhetoric, scientists are often lumped
together with other allegedly deceptive elite actors and
attributed blame for spreading disinformation, fake
news, or for following their own agenda and interests
[30]. Especially in the contemporary context of
epistemic vulnerabilities [31,32], and uncertainty about
the difference between true information and misinfor-
mation [10], science-related populism can be regarded
as an influential discourse that fuels distrust in scienti-
fic institutions.

In other words, the centrality of “fake news” labels in
political discourse, heightened uncertainty about what
and whom to believe, and the competition of disinfor-
mation and conspiracies with authoritative facts have
created the perfect storm for populist attacks on sci-
ence. Disinformation as a label, or “fake news” accusa-
tions often voiced and legitimized by powerful right-
wing populist political elites are not just targeting
mainstream media, but are also part of a more encom-
passing delegitimizing discourse that aims to erode trust
and questions the legitimacy in all institutions
commonly understood as epistemic authorities [33].

The challenged legitimacy of scientific
authority

In such a context of institutionalized delegitimization,
the question of how science can remain legitimacy lin-
gers. If we understand truth as striving toward the most
accurate representation of external events through the
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best fitting empirical evidence [34], the above-
described epistemic shifts postulate that scientific
measures and scientific elites do not hold societally
accepted authority over truth. In fact, for growing parts
of the population, scientists are regarded as detached
from the truth, and too far-removed from everyday ex-
periences to capture reality accurately and honestly. In
accordance with a populist approach to knowledge [29],
people-centric knowledge and direct lived experiences
compete for legitimacy with scientific methods, and may
win the battle for legitimacy across those segments of
the society that hold on to populist worldviews.

Scientists have thus become an important target blamed
for misrepresenting reality and not representing the
people’s truth. This is also often paired with an accu-
sation of political bias. Especially among right-wing
populist supporters, scientists are often blamed for
demonstrating a left-wing or liberal bias, interpreting
issues alongside their alleged political affiliation instead
of their objective lens [4]. The status of scientists as
independent and objective actors thus risks being
undermined, which challenges the authority of scientific
reasoning over alternative modes of knowledge, such as
gut feelings, common sense, and direct experiences. Put
differently, scientific knowledge may no longer bear, by
default, a higher truth value than opinions or the beliefs
of citizens with direct experiences.

The omnipresence of discourses casting doubt on the
veracity of scientific claims can make people increas-
ingly uncertain about which factual claims to believe,
and can make them more doubtful about trusting sci-
ence as an authority. These levels of distrust and un-
certainty, in turn, may increase the appeal of
delegitimizing claims [11,30]. Hence, accusations of
bias and “fake news” addressed at scientists may create a
more favorable opportunity for disinformation and sub-
sequent attributions of distrust. When these claims are
repeatedly voiced, people with higher levels of distrust
in science may cling on to factual claims that diametri-
cally oppose the truth claims of people who support and
trust science as an institution.

Role of the media

For most citizens, science is not encountered directly as
an institution, but they rather learn about scientific ac-
tivities through media and news. This reliance on jour-
nalism as the main channel of engagement with science
means that perceptions about science are filtered
through the logics of the media. In this sense, the legit-
imacy of science is increasingly shaped in media arenas.

Reliance on news media as the primary conduit to sci-
ence introduces significant risks for public trust. The
‘crisis of trust’ perspective suggests that institutions are
often evaluated collectively, meaning that declining
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confidence in journalism can spill over into reduced
confidence in science. In addition, dynamics within
science communication, such as exaggerated claims in
press releases, declining standards of specialized science
journalism, and the tendency toward ‘false balance’
reporting, can further erode the perceived credibility of
science [5]. Second, news outlets, driven by news values
and journalistic logics of highlighting the exceptional
and dramatic [35,36], often give disproportionate
attention to rare and negative events [37]. In the
context of science, this can mean that news media overly
report on scientific scandals, controversies, or findings
that emphasize threats to society. Arguably, at the same
time such a negativity bias can present itself within the
scientific system, research on urgent societal problems,
such as climate change, polarization, or inequality, might
be more attractive for grant funding or publications.
These tendencies may mutually reinforce each other,
creating a spiral of negativity in which science becomes
disproportionally associated with rare conflicts or mis-
conducts and alarming rhetoric regarding societal
threats. Over time, such dynamics could distort public
perceptions and contribute to a mediatized reality
where trust in science is up for debate.

It is important to recognize that not all news outlets
and news portrayals follow this pattern. Science is also
presented as a source of innovation and progress, which
can bolster legitimacy and foster trust. Nonetheless,
when the public predominantly encounters science in a
problem-oriented framing and the need for behavioral
or societal change, it can appear to function as a voice
prescribing what is wrong and how people ought to
respond. While such interventions are often intended,
individuals may experience them as directive or
moralizing, particularly if they are already wary of elite
institutions. As individuals generally do not like to be
told what to think or do [15], this, in turn, could
reinforce skepticism toward science as part of a broader
distrust of societal elites. Thus, while mediatization
increases the visibility and accountability of science, it
also exposes the institution to representational dy-
namics that can, under certain conditions, erode rather
than sustain trust.

Concluding remarks

The picture that emerges across these discussions is that
science today operates in a fragile and increasingly hostile
trust environment. The broader crisis of trust has
reduced confidence in multiple institutions, and citizens
increasingly evaluate elites collectively rather than indi-
vidually. Against this backdrop, scientists are often
lumped together with other elite actors that are
perceived as detached from “the people” and their lived
realities. Populist discourses have further amplified this
dynamic by framing scientists as self-interested or
politically biased, thereby eroding the perception of

www.sciencedirect.com
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science as an independent authority. At the same time,
mediatization exposes scientific legitimacy to a nega-
tivity bias, where media’s focus on scandals and crises
intersects with science’s emphasis on societal risks,
creating a downward spiral that can reinforce skepticism
and an image of science as associated with lower integrity
and threats. Such dynamics risk increasing epistemic
indifference in society, something we understand here as
a state in which people disengage from epistemic efforts
as they lose motivation to seek out, evaluate, or believe in
knowledge claims. A reluctance may grow towards
investing cognitive resources in assessing scientific in-
formation. When people perceive science as distant and
politicized, they may decide that the effort required to
verify claims is not worth the potential payoff. This
disengagement reduces their ability to critically evaluate
information, making them more susceptible to simplified
narratives or misinformation, or less willing to correct
others (i.e., epistemic apathy) [38]. In this way,
epistemic indifference inherently relates to lower trust in
science, as individuals who lose motivation to seek,
evaluate, or believe in knowledge are less likely to engage
with scientific information, reinforcing skepticism and
diminishing confidence in scientific institutions.

Yet, it is equally clear that science continues to enjoy
comparatively high levels of public trust, and positive
framings of science as a driver of innovation, solutions,
and societal progress remain essential. This indicates
that the erosion of trust is not inevitable, but rather
contingent on how scientific institutions navigate these
pressures. Strengthening resilience will require more
than methodological rigor; it also demands openness,
transparency, and a willingness of scientists to commu-
nicate the distinctiveness of scientific knowledge pro-
duction. Increasing access to scientific knowledge, and
presenting scientific knowledge in more accessible
manners, may offer another pathway to restoring trust.
In line with this, people experience high levels of un-
certainty in finding trustworthy information, indicating
severe navigation issues in a context of overload and
epistemic competition. Here media literacy related to
misinformation [39—43] and specifically scientific lit-
eracy [44] may play an essential role, where it is
essential to consider the consequence of socioeconomic
divides regarding, for example, access to high-quality
information [5]. Helping citizens to find their way to
trustworthy scientific knowledge whilst offering easy to
apply tools to discern between legitimate and illegiti-
mate scientific expertise could be an important tool to
prevent the more disruptive consequences of the crisis
of truth and trust.
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Flew argues how a more general crisis of trust in social in-
stitutions has given rise to populism and challenges related to the
circulation of misinformation.

Mede and Schafer apply the concept of populism to scientific
elites, highlighting how populism attacks scientists and scientific
institutions as part of the allegedly corrupt elite. In the context of
science-related populism, scientists are often blamed for
deceiving the ordinary people.
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zens form misinformation beliefs specifically related to science.

Messling et al. interview 47 climate scientists about their worries
regarding to what extent their advocacy may compromise scien-
tific impartiality and increase perceptions of biased science.

Van der Meer et al. discuss how the crisis of trust affects in-
stitutions and their legitimacy.
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attacked outlet is lowered by such delegitimizing content. The
effect is strongest for people with populist beliefs, whose general
media trust is lowered by delegitimizing communication.

Saurette and Gunster discuss how populist rhetoric increas-
ingly challenges the epistemic status of factual knowledge and
authorities, replacing expertise and scientific knowledge for
common sense and people-centric experiences.

Hameleers and van der Meer discuss the wider implications of
the contemporary crisis of trust, showing how the delegitimiza-
tion of authorities and truth claims in a context of high distrust

may have severe consequences for democratic communication.

Buttgereit et al. rely on a qualitative content analysis of politi-
cians’ social media content to explore how the press and the
media are delegitimized. Beyond explicit fake news labels used
by the radical right, mainstream political actors also attack and
challenge the media, albeit in more subtle ways.

Soroka provides influential work on understanding of media’s
negativity bias.

Sharon and Baram-Tsabari examine in their position paper to

what extent science literacy could help people with misinforma-

tion and provide what type of literacy components might best help
individuals.
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