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The VA barometer is supported by: 

RESEARCH 
ENGAGES SWEDES
Here are some of the results of this year’s VA barometer:

• Confidence in researchers falls
• The public are keen to be involved in the research process
• Increased uncertainty about science’s contribution to society
• Strong support for public investment in research into learning 

methods and nanotechnology

The VA barometer is based on around 1,000 telephone interviews 
with a representative sample of the Swedish population aged 
16–74. The interviews were carried out by market research 
company Exquiro between 22 September and 5 October 2014. 
The questions can be found on VA’s website: www.v-a.se. It is 
VA’s 13th barometer survey since the organisation was founded 
in 2002.



LAST YEAR THROUGH SWEDISH EYES4

Russian President 
Vladimir Putin 
orders Russian 
troops into Ukraine 
and occupies the
Crimean peninsula.

Swedish general election results 
in the red-green parties becoming 
larger than the governing Alliance. 
The Sweden Democrats become 
the third largest party.

VA’s 
barometer is 
conducted.

The dangerous 
Ebola virus 
breaks out in 
West Africa.

The worst forest 
fire in modern 
Swedish history 
breaks out in the 
municipalities 
of Sala and 
Surahammar.

The Bicep telescope at 
the South Pole discovered 
gravitational waves ten 
billion light years long 
in space, which is con-
sidered to prove the big 
bang theory. The results 
must now be confirmed.

Thousands of people 
gather at an anti-racist 
protest in the Stockholm 
suburb of Kärrtorp.

Malaysia Airlines 
Flight 370 en route 
from Kuala Lumpur 
to Beijing disappears.

Earth Overshoot Day – when 
the world has consumed more 
natural resources than can be 
regenerated over a year.

Elections to the 
European Parliament 
in EU Member States.

More than 50 million 
people have been 
displaced in the world, 
the largest stream of 
refugees since World 
War II, according to 
a report by the UN 
Refugee Agency.

Swedish science 
radio programme 
Vetandets värld 
turns 40.

Presidential elections 
in Afghanistan, leading 
to the country’s first 
democratic transfer of 
power.

A woman becomes the first ever 
to give birth to a child after 
a uterus transplant. The birth 
took place at the Sahlgrenska 
University Hospital in Gothenburg.

The science 
festival 
Researchers’ 
Night takes 
place in 
23 cities in 
Sweden and in 
300 locations 
across Europe.

Turkey opens its border 
to nearly 70,000 Syrian 
Kurds fleeing the Islamic 
State.

This year’s Nobel 
Prize winners 
are announced.

The trend of increasing greenhouse gas 
emissions must be reversed quickly if the 
goal of a maximum increase of two degrees 
in average global temperatures is to be 
achieved, according to a new report by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

Typhoon Haiyan draws 
in over the Philippines 
and is the strongest 
ever recorded.

Horizon 2020, the 
EU’s new research 
and innovation 
programme, starts.

Nov Dec Jan Feb March April May June July Aug Sept Oct20
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Helene Hellmark 
Knutsson (S) is 
appointed Minister 
of Higher Educa-
tion and Research.



6 CONFIDENCE IN 
RESEARCHERS FALLS
For the last few years, confidence in researchers has been very 
high. This year, we see a decrease in confidence, both for university 
researchers and company researchers. However, the percentage that 
express uncertainty rises from 5 percent last year to 14 percent this 
year. For company researchers, the percentage of those that are 
uncertain increases from 10 to 15 percent. The decrease in confidence is 
greater among men than women: 92 percent of men reported last year 
that they had a fairly or very high confidence in university researchers, 
compared with 76 per cent this year. The percentage of men who are 
unsure has increased from 3 to 16 percent; for company researchers the 
percentage is 17 percent compared with 8 percent last year.

The graph shows the percentage of respondents who have a fairly or very high 
confidence in researchers (four-point scale: Very high, Fairly high, Fairly low, 
Very low. Prior to 2013 the scale was: Very high, High, Low, Very low, None).
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8 CONTINUING BELIEF 
IN TECHNOLOGY 
Confidence in technological developments remains stable: eight out 
of ten believe that technological developments have made life better 
for ordinary people. On the other hand, people’s belief that scientific 
developments have improved our lives has dropped from 88 to 74 
percent. The percentage of people that are uncertain has increased 
overall (from 5 to 11 percent) and among men (from 2 to 19 percent). 
The greatest decline in confidence is among men and retired people.

A possible context effect (the response is affected by preceding 
questions) cannot be excluded, as some preceding questions had been 
removed this year.

The graph shows the percentage who responded a lot or somewhat better 
to whether scientific / technological developments in the last 10–20 years have 
made   life better or worse for ordinary people (five-point scale from A lot better 
to A lot worse). Separate questions were asked to each half of the sample. 
Number of respondents: 500 (Scientific) 507 (Technological)
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The question about technological developments has been asked in other studies 
since 1978:

1994 79 %

1982 70 % 

1980 72 %

1978 60 %

Source: Fjæstad, Björn, Public perceptions of science, biotechnology and a new university.  
Mid Sweden University Report 1996:10, ISSN 1104-294X.



10 YES TO RESEARCH 
ON LEARNING
Support for investing public money in research into learning 
methods to improve pupils’ performance in school remains strong. 
The majority consider it to be very important to invest in this type 
of research. The same applies for a question, new for this year, on 
attitudes to nanotechnology, when used for the development of new 
medical therapies.

Swedes’ willingness to invest public money in research into 
nuclear power, for example to develop it as an energy source, is stable 
and comparable to previous years. Support for research to combat 
corruption has increased from last year, when the question was asked 
for the first time. 

The graph shows the percentage responding 4 or 5 on a five-point scale 
(from 1 = Not at all important to 5 = Very important) to the question ”How 
important is it that Sweden invests public money in research in these areas?”
Number of respondents: 1,007
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12 INVOLVE US IN 
RESEARCH!
One in two Swedes would like to be involved in the research process 
to develop solutions to major societal problems. The higher a person’s 
level of education, the more keen they are to be involved. Only one in 
ten believe that the public does not need to be involved. 

In a European study on responsible research and innovation, RRI 
(Special Eurobarometer 401, Responsible Research and Innovation 
(RRI), Science and Technology, November 2013), seven out of ten 
Swedes thought that citizens should be consulted or play an active 
role in decisions about science and technology, compared to, on 
average, just over half of all Europeans.

The graph shows the percentage, who think it is important to involve 
the public in the research process or who don’t think the public 
should be involved in the research process, as well as whether they 
themselves wish to participate or if they do not know.*
Number of respondents: 1,007
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* Question asked: Research is undertaken 
to solve major societal problems, such as 
health issues and climate change. Would 
you, through contact with researchers, 
for example through conversations, 
online panels and group discussions, be 
willing to be involved in the research 
process to develop solutions that are 
acceptable to you and others in society?



14 RESEARCH NEWS 
ON A WEEKLY BASIS
For most Swedes, the media is their main source of news about 
research. The majority access news about research every week. A 
quarter do this at least once a month. The elderly (60–74 years) and 
the highly educated are the ones who, more often than the average 
person, access research news on a weekly basis. People who work in 
research are the most prolific consumers of research news.

In a European comparison, the Swedes are the Europeans with 
the most interest in developments in science and technology and the 
second most well informed about them (Special Eurobarometer 401, 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI), Science and Technology, 
November 2013).

 
The graph shows how often respondents usually find out about 
research via news on the radio, television, internet news sites or in 
newspapers.
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16 THE IMPACT OF 
MEDIA COVERAGE
Confidence in research can easily be shaken and influenced by external 
events. As the media is a key source of information, we asked whether 
people’s attitudes towards scientists and research have been influenced by 
something they have seen or heard in the media during the past month.

Among those whose opinion has changed, it is the highly educated, 
those working with research and people aged 45–59, who are positively 
influenced by research news more often than others. No group is 
particularly negatively influenced. One in four Swedes say their attitude 
was influenced in a positive way. This year a larger percentage than last 
year said they were not influenced by news about research.

The graph shows the percentage of respondents, who have a more positive 
and/or more negative or unchanged attitude towards scientists and 
research as a result of something they saw or heard in the media during 
the past month.
Number of respondents: 1,007
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18 SWEDES TIRED 
OF SCARE STORIES
Nearly six in ten Swedes think too many scare stories are published. 
Every year we have asked the question, the percentage is above 50 
percent. 

To examine the extent to which the term scare story affects the 
results, half the sample were asked the same question using just the 
word stories. This change actually seems to make the question more 
difficult to answer, as 16 percent instead of 8 percent responded ‘Don’t 
know’. The percentage that feel that too many stories are published 
was 52 percent, compared with 58 percent for scare stories. 

The graph shows the percentage that answer yes or no to the question 
whether too many scare stories are published (the percentage of Don’t 
knows is not shown).
Number of respondents: 500 (507 were asked the same question using just the word ‘stories’)
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Question asked: Research findings that may have implications for people’s 
health are sometimes published before they are corroborated or refuted by 
other scientists, in order to warn people of risks relating to their habits or 
lifestyle. Do you think too many scare stories are published or not?



20 SUPPORT FOR 
NEW DATABASES ...
Swedes are generally very positive towards register-based research. 
In June 2014, a government inquiry into register-based research was 
published. Integrity issues, vital to avoid damaging public confidence 
in research, were highlighted in the directives.

This year we asked two questions about register-based research 
on attitudes to building up new databases and to combining data 
from databases. The questions are presented here and on the following 
spread. 

Half are in favour of building new databases; younger people are 
more positive than older people. However, a higher percentage than 
last year say no to building new databases.

The graph shows the percentage responding yes, no or don’t know to the 
question of whether researchers should be allowed to build new databases 
on, for example, people’s illnesses or family circumstances.
Number of respondents: 1,007
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22 ... AND OK TO 
COMBINE DATA
Two-thirds of respondents believe that researchers should be able to 
look for connections by combining data from different databases.

For both of the questions on register-based research, it is the 
younger age groups who are the most positive (16–29-year-olds for 
the building of new databases and 30–44-year-olds for merging 
databases), and they are even more positive than those who work in 
research. The age group 45–59 are the most negative.

The percentage that is unsure of the value of register-based 
research decreases from around a fifth last year to less than a tenth 
this year. 

The graph shows the percentage responding yes, no or don’t know to the 
question of whether researchers should be allowed to combine data about 
people from various databases to examine connections.
Number of respondents: 1,007

0 %

20 %

40 %

60 %

80 %

100 %

Don’t knowNoYes

61 %
64 %

22 %

28 %

17 %

8 %

20142013



24 NOTES ABOUT 
THE SURVEY
The VA barometer has been conducted annually since 2002. This 
year we have, for the first time, weighted the results in order to 
better reflect the level of education in Sweden. We know from 
previous studies, for example through our participation in the 
annual SOM-Institute surveys at the University of Gothenburg, that 
education level is an important factor when it comes to confidence 
in research: the higher a person’s level of education, the higher their 
confidence.

In recent years, the percentage of highly educated respondents has 
gradually increased in our data. In previous years, when we checked 
the results, this overrepresentation only caused a deviation of one or 
two percentage points.

However, this year, for the first time, the overrepresentation of 

highly educated respondents significantly affects the results to 
several questions. These include the question about confidence 
in researchers (p. 6–7) and the question about whether scientific 
developments have made life better or worse for ordinary people 
(p. 8–9). Unweighted results would give confidence figures of 
84 percent for researchers at universities, and 60 percent for 
researchers at companies (compared with 78 and 55 percent, 
respectively). Confidence in the value of scientific developments 
would be 79 percent instead of 74 percent.

We will continue to follow developments closely in our 
upcoming surveys.



26 VA (Public & Science) promotes dialogue and openness between 
researchers and the public, especially young people. The organisation 
works to create new and engaging forms of dialogue about research. 
VA is also developing new knowledge on the relationship between re-
search and society through surveys and studies. Its members consist of 
81 organisations, authorities, companies and associations. In addition, 
it has a number of individual members. 

Read more at www.v-a.se
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