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Why is regulatory science 
vulnerable to mistrust?

 Cutoffs have redistributive consequences and appear to “pick 
winners and losers”

 Cutoffs incorporate hidden value choices
 The assumptions necessary to convert uncertainty into calculable 

risk create ignorance about what was left out
 Reliance on expert judgment leads to “jurisdictional struggles” 

between different groups of experts employing different norms of 
judgment

 Regulatory cutoffs trigger unforeseen reactions and “boomerang 
effects”

 Constant change undermines trust in the objectivity and accuracy 
of the cutoffs







Excerpt from online forum COVID19-
TOGETHER, April 2020

 Ghost3333: Why are people still believing the CDC and their guidelines? They have consistently
delivered misleading and reckless advice that has been disproven and that goes against common sense.
[…]I would just treat it as Schrödinger’s virus. Everyone including myself both have it and is contagious
and also doesn’t have it and is immunocompromised and act accordingly. Stay in quarantine until we
know more. Don’t risk further spread until we have antibody tests and have peer reviewed studies that
tell us how long viral shedding goes on for.

 OnTheVerge: What are you talking about Ghost3333? The CDC is one of the only reliable sources of
guidance, it's the public officials that don't listen to them that has been causing harm. What
misleading/reckless advice have they been delivering? They have been releasing information as they learn
more and constantly updating the public with their constantly evolving understanding of the virus.

 Ghost3333: “Covid-19 isn’t airborne”. This was wrong. “Don’t wear masks they’re not effective”. This
was wrong. “Just wash your hands and don’t touch your face”. This was wrong. “Asymptomatic people
can’t spread the virus”. This was wrong. “The virus can’t spread on packages”. This was wrong “Just
quarantine for 14 days if you start feeling sick then you can pop back to work and be around you
grandparents again when your symptoms have gone”. Whoops you’ve been symptom free for a week but
you are still testing positive, our bad… Those blindly following official guidelines and not using their own
common sense are endangering everyone.
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What is trust?
 People’s behavior, as distinct from what they say, demonstrates enormous 

amount of trust in experts and science.
 Explicit statements of trust/mistrust are often political signaling
 Behavioral trust is ubiquitous, inescapable and tacit
 Trust and mistrust are not opposites
 The relevant opposition is between trusting responsibly and trusting “blindly”
 To be a member of society is to share everyday “methodologies” for 

recognizing and exhibiting when it is responsible to trust and when it would 
be irresponsible and “blind”

 These methodologies involve careful attention to temporality. Trust is like 
music. Duration, sequence, tempo, resonance, repetition, are of the 
essence.

 Overt mistrust of science is a surface phenomenon, one possible reaction to 
a common, underlying predicament of not knowing how to recognize and 
exhibit that we are trusting responsibly
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