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The attentive public included those citizens who were at least moderately interested and 1 
knowledgeable about science or technology issues and remained informed in these areas. The 2 
interested public group included individuals who were interested in S&T matters, perceived 3 
themselves to be at least moderately well-informed, but were not very knowledgeable and did not 4 
keep up with information in these areas. The non-attentive public had little interest in, or 5 
knowledge about, S&T issues.  6 

The findings showed that majorities of the attentive public, and to a large extent the interested 7 
public, thought it was "very likely" that within 25 years science would discover ways to accurately 8 
predict earthquakes, to economically desalinate seawater for human consumption, and to find 9 
more efficient cheap energy sources and a cure for common forms of cancer. In contrast, 10 
Americans who were not attentive to S&T issues leaned towards the "possible but not likely" 11 
answer (see table below).  12 

At present seismologists can provide broad forecasts, but not yet accurately predict when and 13 
where earthquakes will happen. The cost of sea water desalination has become more competitive 14 
than in the past, but it is still not economically viable on a broad scale. Early detection, innovative 15 
surgery techniques, and new therapies have improved the prognosis for many types of cancers, 16 
but no cure has been found. Miller's survey data suggest that the attentive and interested publics 17 
were more optimistic than the non-attentive, but also, in these instances, less accurate in their 18 
expectations about the speed of scientific progress.  19 

Public expectations for future scientific achievements within next 25 years: 1979 and 1981      

(Percent)          

                  

 Attentive public  Interested public  Nonattentive public  

How likely do you think it is that researchers 1979 1981 
 

1979 1981 
 

1979 1981  
will achieve … in the next 25 years or so? (n = 289) (n = 637)   (n = 292) (n = 617)   (n = 839) (n = 1,940)  

 Percent responding "very likely"  

A way to predict when and where earthquakes will occur 72 63  54 63  46 NA  

More efficient sources of cheap energy 81 74  60 65  50 NA  

A cure for the common forms of cancer 58 59  48 61  43 NA  

A way to put communities in outer space 28 21  18 23  13 NA  

New ways of effectively reducing the crime rate 14 NA  17 NA  14 NA  

A way to economically desalinate seawater for human 
consumption 

64 63  47 63  39 NA  

An economic theory to control inflation and reduce unemployment NA 20   NA 28   NA NA  
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(end of sidebar) 21 

 22 

Federal Funding of Scientific Research 23 

U.S. public opinion consistently and strongly supports federal spending on basic 24 

research. NSF surveys have repeatedly asked Americans whether ―even if it brings no 25 
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immediate benefits, scientific research that advances the frontiers of knowledge is 1 

necessary and should be supported by the Federal Government.‖ Agreement with this 2 

statement has increased slightly since the early 1990s, with 84% favoring federal 3 

support in 2008 and only 12% opposing it (appendix tables 7-21, 7-22). Responses to a 4 

GSS question about federal spending on scientific research provide further evidence of 5 

increasing public support for federal spending on scientific research.  6 

Since 1981, the proportion of Americans who thought the government was 7 

spending too little on scientific research has increased, fluctuating between 29% and 8 

34% in the 1980s, between 30% and 37% in the 1990s, and between 34% and 41% 9 

since 2001. In 2006 and 2008, only 11% said that the government was spending too 10 

much in this area, the lowest proportions registered since 1981 (figure 7-15; appendix 11 

tables 7-23, 7-24).  12 

Although support for federal research investment is at historically high levels, 13 

other kinds of federal spending generate even stronger public support. Support for 14 

increased spending is greater in numerous program areas, including health care (75%), 15 

education (74%), assistance to the poor (69%), environmental protection (66%), social 16 

security (59%), and mass transportation (46%). Based on the proportion of the U.S. 17 

population favoring increased spending, scientific research (38%) ranks well ahead of 18 

spending in national defense (24%), space exploration (14%) and assistance to foreign 19 

countries (11%).26 20 

In other countries where similar though not precisely comparable questions have 21 

been asked, respondents also express strong support for government spending on basic 22 

scientific research. In 2005, 76% of Europeans agreed that ―even if it brings no 23 

immediate benefits, scientific research which adds to knowledge should be supported by 24 

government,‖ and only 7% disagreed. In 2007, 74% of Chinese agreed to a similar 25 

statement. Because both the European and the Chinese survey offered a middle option 26 

(―neither agree nor disagree‖), these percentages are lower than figures for the United 27 

States, where no middle category was offered (appendix table 7-21). Agreement in 28 

South Korea, Malaysia, Japan, and Brazil reaches levels comparable to those in the 29 

United States and Europe.  30 
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Support for increased government spending on scientific research is relatively 1 

common in Europe as well. Over half of Europeans agreed in 2005 that their 2 

―government should spend more money on scientific research and less on other things.‖ 3 

Although this proportion is nominally higher than the percentage of Americans who 4 

support more government spending, numerous context and wording differences between 5 

the questions leave responses open to substantially differing interpretations.27 Public 6 

support for increased spending on scientific research was substantially greater in South 7 

Korea (67% in 2004) than in the United States (Korea Science Foundation 2004).  8 

 9 

Confidence in the Science Community’s Leadership 10 

For the science-related decisions that citizens face, a comprehensive 11 

understanding of the relevant scientific research would require mastery and evaluation 12 

of a great deal of evidence. In addition to relying on direct evidence from scientific 13 

studies, citizens who want to draw on scientific evidence must consult the judgments of 14 

leaders and other experts who they believe can speak authoritatively about the scientific 15 

knowledge that is relevant to an issue. 16 

Public confidence in the leaders of the scientific community is one indicator of 17 

public willingness to rely on science. Since 1973, the GSS has tracked public 18 

confidence in the leadership of various institutions, including the scientific community. 19 

The GSS asks respondents whether they have ―a great deal of confidence, only some 20 

confidence, or hardly any confidence at all‖ in the leaders of different institutions. In 21 

2008, the percentage of Americans expressing ―a great deal of confidence‖ in leaders of 22 

the scientific community (39%) was the same as those expressing ―a great deal of 23 

confidence‖ in leaders of the medical community (39%) and higher than for all other 24 

institutions except the military (51%). 25 

Conversely, the percentage expressing ―hardly any confidence at all‖ was lower 26 

for scientific leaders than for leaders of any other institution about which this question 27 

was asked (table 7-8). Throughout the entire period in which this question has been 28 

asked, the percentage of Americans expressing a great deal of confidence in the leaders 29 

of the scientific community has fluctuated within a relatively narrow range, hovering 30 




