
 

 

Workshop Trust in Science Advice 

On 9 May 2023, the GYA working groups “Trust in (Young) Scientists” and “Science Advice” 
held an internal online workshop to discuss members’ experiences with science advice and 
building trust with politicians. Although some speakers were hindered by technical problems, 
there was a lively debate that showed the variety of the forms that “science advice” can take 
in practice, but also some converging insights into what matters when building trust between 
scientists and policy-makers.  

Science and policy-making follow different logics: the first is a slow process, oriented towards 
true facts, with careful review procedures for written output. The other is happening under 
time pressure, oriented towards the concrete implementation of laws or regulations, with 
many politicians preferring oral communication.  

Having scientific expertise is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for scientists’ voice to 
be heard in the policy-making process. What also matters are an understanding of policy-
makers’ situation, communicative skills (simplifying but not distorting the scientific evidence), 
and good timing.  

The participants discussed the contrast between collective formats of science-advice (e.g., 
expert committees) that aim at integrating a plurality of perspective and providing carefully 
curated and reviewed recommendations, and the more personalized, ad-hoc forms of advice 
on concrete policy issues that may have a greater likelihood of making a difference, at least 
in the short term.  

The issue of path-dependency and seniority were also discussed: in many areas, policy-
makers gravitate time and again to the same scientific researchers or institutions for advice 
because they have collaborated with them in the past, and seniority – not only in terms of 
academic experience, but also in the literal sense of age – is often treated as a marker of 
authority, even though many senior researchers are the managers of other people’s research 
rather than active in research themselves. Including more young researchers in science 
advice therefore remains a challenge, and a task to be pursued by the GYA and beyond.  
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“Science advice is 
about trust, not 

expertise.”

09/05/2023 Webinar - Trust in Science Advice 2



1. Science and Politics (I)
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1. Science and Politics (II)
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2. Trust (I)

“It is important to remember that not all people 
will reach the same policy conclusion based on 
the same scientific information – even if they 
understand and accept that information.” 
US House of Representatives Committee on Science, Space and 
Technology, Chairman Sherwood Boehlert (R-NY), 2006.

“Although we would like to believe that the 
scientific and technical advice and assessment 
provided from outside remains politically 
neutral, this is not necessarily the case.”
Rep. Rush Holt (D-NJ), 2006 (same hearing).
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2. Trust (II)

Politicians and policy making:
 Politicians usually not scientists and not 

practicing full-evidence decision-making
 Historically no strong demand for scientific-

scholarly support
 Scientific support often plays a predominantly 

symbolic role and may also be used 
instrumentally (“policy-based evidence”) 

 Usually no time or interest to reach a fully-
informed individual view

 Decision-making must usually be “fast and 
frugal”
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2. Trust (III)

Politicians and policy making:
 Preference for oral communication while most 

“evidence” is written
 Reliance on “guides” and “gatekeepers”: other 

politicians who are established specialists, policy 
advisors of their party, assistants and personal 
confidents, etc.

→ effective communication of (scientific) 
evidence to policy makers is different 
from communicating in the academic or 
administrative environment

→ “trust” is of the essence
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2. Trust (IV)

The double nature of “trust”:
 Trust in academic rigour and the reliability of 

scientific methods/results
 Personal trust
→ to maximise the potential impact of

scientific evidence on policy making
requirement to have a sufficient level of
trust in both regards

→ particular difficulties for scientists and
researchers to gain personal trust
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3. Conclusions

Lessons (to be) learnt:
 Science advice is not a neat and tidy process 

(neither is policy making) – need to adapt to 
context, requiring flexibility, willingness to 
innovate, communication skills & risk 
management

 Scientific excellence is a pre-condition for 
successful science advice rather than a 
guarantee

 Trust is a sine qua non
 Trust needs to be gained and preserved
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Thank you!
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