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The Distrust of Experts
Noah Smith

Department of Political Science, Chapman University; Orange, California

Hypotheses:
H 1: Those that get more information from the internet are less likely to trust experts.

H 2: Those that are more religious are less likely to trust experts.

H 3: Those that have greater difficulties with the American healthcare system are less likely to trust experts.

Introduction to Research
This study looks into the underlying factors 
that have caused Americans to have a low 
opinion of experts.
• The rise of social media has caused many 

sources of information that are not backed 
by relevant education to become 
accepted by the public. This has caused 
unfounded vaccine skepticisms as well as 
other distrust in expertise.
– Studies have shown that parents who 

seek information online are more likely 
to ask for non-medical exemption from 
vaccines.

• Religious fundamentalism has clashed 
with science in America often, and whilst 
they can coexist in many scientists in the 
wider public there may still be a clash in 
adherence to religious ideology versus 
expert opinion
– The conflict between religion and 

science is one that only exists in 
western religions. Eastern traditions do 
not have the same disconnect between 
religion and science, even Korean 
Christianity.

• The greatest interaction that most people 
will have with expertise is with healthcare 
professionals. I believe that as a result of 
negative experiences with the American 
healthcare system that negativity will then 
be associated with experts as a whole, as 
a group of people looking to exploit and 
take advantage of ordinary people
– 27% of adults do not trust public health 

officials.
• The split may be more fundamental in 

nature. Many accounts put the skepticism 
towards experts as a result of democratic 
institutions and the threat of rule by elites. 
They see this distrust as having been 
beneficial to democracy, and aligning with 
ideas of small government common in 
America

Conclusions
The usage of social media, whilst more likely 
to cause distrust of experts, should not be used 
as an indicator
Religiosity is a legitimate source of skepticism 
towards expert opinion, although it is not a 
major factor.
Whilst the fear of paying for healthcare may 
cause skepticism in expert opinions, it is also 
likely held by those that have not had bad 
experiences with doctors but simply lack the 
funds.
The preponderance towards valuing expert 
and ordinary people the same may be throwing 
off the data, however it is an important indicator 
of where American attitudes currently are, and 
that is seeing the opinion of the average person 
as important as the expert..

Data

H 2: Religiosity

• Those that attend church more regularly 
are more likely to value the opinions of 
ordinary people over experts

• A correlation of .15 puts this relationship 
as weak as well

H 3: Healthcare

• There was a negative relationship 
between concern for paying healthcare 
costs and trust of expertise as I had 
predicted

• The relationship having a correlation 
value of only -.084 means that this was 
not as strong an indicator as I had hoped

References
•Whyte, K. P., & Crease, R. P. (2010). Trust, expertise, and the philosophy of science. Synthese, 177(3), 411–425. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40985711

Krishnamurthy, M. (2015). (White) Tyranny and the Democratic Value of Distrust. The Monist, 98(4), 391–406. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26370755

Numbers, R. L., Miller, K. R., Plantinga, A., Krauss, L. M., & Wuthnow, R. (2009). The Religion and Science Debate: Why Does It Continue? (H. W. Attridge, Ed.). Yale University 
Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vm5wc

Clobert, M., & Saroglou, V. (2015). Religion, Paranormal Beliefs, and Distrust in Science: Comparing East Versus West. Archiv Für Religionspsychologie / Archive for the 
Psychology of Religion, 37(2), 185–199. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43973394

Brisson, D. S., & Usher, C. L. (2005). Bonding Social Capital in Low-Income Neighborhoods. Family Relations, 54(5), 644–653. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40005268

Schudson, M. (2006). The Trouble with Experts - and Why Democracies Need Them. Theory and Society, 35(5/6), 491–506. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4501762

National Vaccine Advisory Committee. (2015). Assessing the State of Vaccine Confidence in the United States: Recommendations from the National Vaccine Advisory 
Committee. Public Health Reports (1974-), 130(6), 573–595. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43776224

Hathaway, M. E., & GLOBAL COMMISSION ON INTERNET GOVERNANCE. (2017). CONNECTED CHOICES: HOW THE INTERNET IS CHALLENGING SOVEREIGN 
DECISIONS. In Cyber Security in a Volatile World (pp. 63–76). Centre for International Governance Innovation. http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep05239.10

Findings
H 1: Internet
The results demonstrated that individuals that 
spend more time on Facebook were also less 
likely to trust experts as I had predicted, though 
the preponderance is still in favoring neither 
side over the other.
H 2: Religiosity
The results demonstrated my hypothesis that 
those more focused on religion in their lives are 
less likely to trust experts, with those going 
every week having the lions share of trust in 
ordinary people.
H 3: Healthcare
I was surprised to see this as the weakest 
relationship thus far, however it still reaffirms 
my hypothesis that those which have had 
difficult experiences with the American medical 
system are likely to be alienated by it and 
distrust experts as a result

H 1: Internet

• Greater usage of Facebook puts the 
valuation closer to equal of ordinary people 
and experts.

• A correlation of .132 indicates a weak 
relationship between the distrust of 
expertise and the usage of Facebook
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