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The Failure of High-trust Institution

In America today there are many different types of institutions, some with more credibility than others and some that involve higher risk for the individual. High trust institutions require, as the name would imply, a large amount of trust from the individual, as well as a high level of professionalism. For example, one should be able to trust that nutrition facts on food are checked for accuracy by a professional, or that an engineer has done a professional job in designing the bridge one is traveling on. Being able to place trust in someone else’s work frees an individual or group to build on that work and promotes progression in civilization. This can only take place when there is trust in the institutions that our civilization is built on. When this credulous relationship fails, there are frustrated, mistrusting individuals who see that they are contributing good work to a society that does not return the effort. One source reminds how badly the public trust was betrayed when the Enron scandal was brought to light (Kurian 1) and another source asks the question, “if WorldCom could fake nearly $4 billion in operating cash flow  . . .  then how can people be sure of any company?” (Nussbaum 36). After the Enron scandal the president and CEO of the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants, David Smith stated that “Nothing is more important than the trust and integrity the public places in our profession” (Smith 1).  Past examples of failure in high-trust institutions provides evidence that the same steps towards breakdown are being taken today in our scientific institutions.



According to an article in the New York Times by Alex Berenson, over the past few years pharmaceutical companies have experienced some difficult barriers inhibiting their production. For uncertain reasons, there have been significantly fewer approved drugs introduced to the market compared to the 1990’s “falling from 53 in 1996 to 21 in 2003” (Berenson A 1). These companies are trying to be successful while they are waiting for new discoveries by improving the medication currently on the market. This proves a dubious task because the drugs are already reasonably effective and their improvements make the drugs more expensive. While this problem is not deeply concerning, the method in which the situation is being dealt with is. The first step that they have taken towards correction has been to cast more money into research while at the same time imposing price increases, all the while “drug company executives have insisted that their industry is fundamentally healthy” (Berenson A 1). One might ask how a company can be healthy if it is producing only half as many new drugs as it previously was only 10 years ago.  

Aggressive marketing tactics are also leading to individuals “taking drugs that have only a moderate benefit for them or no benefit at all. . . ” (Berenson A1). This is affirmed by clinical scholar Paul Jung when he states that “. . . residents who attend educational programs given by drug reps tend to overprescribe and misprescribe the advertised drug” (Jung). Also so as not to damage their credibility, “companies are not closely monitoring the side effects of the medicines that they already sell, because they fear that information about side effects will discourage patients from using new medicines” (Berenson A1).  This is not only a failure of the trust placed in them by the individual but also a failure to society whereby they are not helping society but rather hurting it. 


There are three major ways that I see failure taking place: the pharmaceutical industry through the lowered efficiency in creating new drugs to ease ailments and even save lives, through the lowered standards of monitoring side effects, and through the raise in prices to compensate for doubling the money that they are pouring in to research.  According to a news article written by Geraldine A. Collier, this artificial inflation of prices has a double effect on consumers because of the greater discounts given to favored customers such as insurance companies (Collier B 6). This raises the price even more for others who are not part of those favored groups. Collier finds that “. . . the popular cholesterol-lowering drug Zocor . . . was priced at $27 for favored customers, compared to $106.38 for seniors and others. That's a 294 percent difference” (Berenson A1).  


So how did the situation end up this way? The first step down this path of failure was denying a problem existed. Their next step was taking defensive and anxious steps to counter the repercussions of failing to produce new drugs demanded. A break down of ethical standards followed, demonstrated when they stopped “. . . closely monitoring the side effects of the medicines . . .” (Berenson A1).  These three steps, dismissal of truth, denial, and defense, cause ethical breakdown, deterioration of trust and lose of reputation in the eyes of the public.


The same behaviors that lead to failure of high-trust institutions line up with the views of Jane Jacobs in her book “Dark age ahead” as she describes what happens when a paradigm is challenged. A paradigm according to Thomas Kuhn, is like a box into which you feed data. The box then interprets the meaning of the data to give you an answer as how things work in that field. Paradigms are replaced by new ones after they become old and disproved (Kuhn 24). When confronted with evidence that contradicts a reigning paradigm one will do “anything, no matter how disreputable or craven, to avoid losing the paradigm” (Jacobs 70).


 This writer sees the Darwinian theory of evolution as an instance of a paradigm that is old and ready to be replaced. Science, as the finder of truth, and one of the most complicated and difficult fields to understand, requires a high degree of trust from those who do not have the highly specialized training needed to fully understand complex scientific knowledge. In a court case, DNA evidence could decide a life or death through the great trust placed in the science of forensics. The behaviors making a high-trust institution fail and behaviors exhibited in defending a paradigm are so similar that one must consider that the scientific community will lose the trust of the public by defending the evolution paradigm, just as the pharmaceutical industry failed by defending a position at odds with the truth. 


Berkeley-educated doctor of biology, Jonathan Wells, in his book “ICONS OF EVOLUTION” is critical of examples of evolution given in textbooks that are known to be wrong but are still included in new editions. He goes through the ten most commonly used pictures and stories, what he calls ‘icons’, used in education, and finds that all of them are erroneous. This may, at first, appear to have some religious motives, which this writer finds to be true, but after closer examination, all of the evidence that the book brings up seems very reasonable and the entire work was extremely well documented. Two of the many disproved icons are Haeckel’s embryos and the peppered moth story. 

Haeckel’s embryos are drawings that show how similar the embryos of a fish, salamander, tortoise, chick, hog, calf, rabbit, and human look. This would point to a visual example of how all species were generated from the same origin, if it were accurate. Evolutionists admit that the drawings are fakes yet it is still put into high school and college textbooks. According to Wells a textbook writer named Douglas Futuyma was confronted by a critic after using Haeckel’s drawings of embryos as an example in his textbook that was published in 1998. Futuyma was unaware that the drawings were faked, but a historian of science and strong supporter of Evolution named Jay Gould had been aware of the fact and had written a book on it in 1977 showing that knowledge of these drawings being fakes had been around for more then twenty years, yet the old information was still being put into new textbooks.  (Wells 81-109)


Another Icon that Wells sees has problems is the peppered moth story which is used as an example of how scientists were able to see evolution take place. In England’s industrial age a lot of soot from factories landed on the bark of trees, so much so that they became discolored. The peppered moth usually has light gray wings speckled with black, but are a few in the species with coal black colorations, called melanic. During the industrial revolution it was found that the population of melanic colored moths increased by 90 percent near cities. After placing moths on tree trunks and observing them day all it was concluded that the reason for population increase was because birds could spot and eat the lighter colored moths more easily than they could the melanic. The problem with this theory is that the moths don’t land on tree trunks naturally. The only reason that they stayed on the trunks for the experiment was because they were placed there and it was conducted during daylight when the moths are in a sort of hibernation mode and will not move. A few zoologists including a man named Cyril Clarke found “in twenty five years of field work . . . only one peppered moth naturally perched on a tree trunk . . .” (Wells 149). This story is also known to be untrue by many in the scientific community yet it remains the most commonly used example of natural selection in biology textbooks, along with staged photos of the two colored moths perched on a tree trunk. Textbook writers justification for this is that later on the student can look into the matter. But apparently they mean much later on because there are examples of college professors being unaware of the deception. (Wells 137-157).


After researching this subject from a literary standpoint this writer also thought that it would be important to personally look into the subject and ask some of the best qualified peers if they had ever heard of controversy over the subjects of Heackle’s embryos or the peppered moth story.  In an interview with University of Washington Bio-engineering major and high school valedictorian Brian Parrott, he said he had heard of both icons but had nothing said to him in his biology class about the controversy of the peppered moth story. He did remember a discussion about Heackle’s faked embryo drawings but his teacher said that they were accurate enough for their purpose. Parrott felt that this would not have been discussed had a fellow student not brought the subject up. One might ask how this information is being kept from even the teachers of science classes who should be able to access accurate new information in their field. This writer looked into The National Center for Science Education (NCSE) website and found that it has, like the pharmaceutical companies defending a false position,  become defensive about the discrepancies in Science teaching material. They see challenges to Darwinian arguments arising in the classroom as dangerous and compel school boards to be of like mind through threats of expensive lawsuits. On their web page they state that “arguments against evolution” and “alternative theories”, are “. . . code words for an attempt to bring non-scientific, religious views into the science curriculum. . .” If a school was to try to incorporate material criticizing Darwinian evolution, the NSCE then has the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) send a warning letter that they are violating the constitutional rights of freedom of religion by teaching it in schools. “Districts that do so are risking expensive law suits that would divert funds from important educational programs.” In Burlington Washington, Roger Dehart, a high school biology teacher who taught Evolution for years but had supplemented it with an Intelligent Design (ID) perspective. After the ACLU sent a letter threatening legal action on grounds that it was unconstitutional to teach ID, Dehart removed the questionable material. He then requested that he still be able to bring up the discrepancies of the peppered moth story and Heackle’s Embryos because they were presented uncritically in the textbook that he was required to use. This request was also prohibited (Wells 229-238) 

 After examining all of this accumulated information about the scientific community the issue becomes a matter of viewpoint: whether or not one thinks that this research indicates any future changes in the Evolution theory. One source sarcastically states that, “because there are omissions, simplifications, and inaccuracies in some general biology textbooks, obviously the modern theory of evolution must be wrong” (Massimo). It is understandable that, if put that way, it would seem slightly ridiculous to think that this situation is a big issue, however, this does not explain why inaccuracies have not been fixed, for it is not a lack of time or evidence that holds them back. The extreme opposite of this argument is that this information is being held back because it might lose credibility or even lose its place as science if all the discrepancies were to come out. “Champions of evolution who have been aware of the false nature of those claims have been shamefully negligent in admitting it because it leaves evolution where it has always been, a theory” (Roberts). Keeping in mind that “We all promote viewpoints in which we have a vested interest as unbiased” (Martin),  this writer finds that both viewpoints have merit but based on the evidence of the research done, would have to agree more with the idea that scientists are acting defensively out of fear of losing credibility. The reason for this is because they have had so much time to correct the inaccuracy that if they had any better examples they could have exchanged them. The stages of trust deterioration seen in the pharmaceutical companies are reoccurring in the scientific community: dismissal of truth, public denial that there is a problem, and defense. Evolution has become an old paradigm and while this paper is not intended to promote any particular new paradigm it does see the scientific community will likely lose the trust of the public as it clings to the past.
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