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Public Engagement & Outreach

from the editors The LAMA

As we enter this fi nal season of 2017, 
we all have an opportunity to take a 
quick look back over the year, and pon-
der the opportuni  es for renewal and 
engagement in the coming new year. 

This is our fi nal issue as the Editors of 
LAMA Review, and we have thoroughly 
enjoyed the opportunity and experi-
ence of bringing you what we hope is 
immediately useful informa  on over 
the past couple of years.  Thank you 
to Ev, Jim, Leah,  and Roxanne for their 
support and assistance.  All of you 
made our job as Editors easier!

LAMA leadership has allowed us to 
make changes to the format of the Re-
view, including focusing each issue on a 
specifi c topic that is relevant to you as 
leaders of animal research facili  es.

In each issue, we have acted as cura-
tors, selec  ng ar  cles that represent a 
broad range of viewpoints, some  mes 
not agreeing with other viewpoints 
included in the same issue, yet succinct 
enough to provide you a strong base in 
the topic in a short amount of reading 
 me.  

This issue is focused on public engage-
ment and outreach.  Engaging the 
public on issues related to the use of 
animals in research is not only includ-
ed in many of our job descrip  ons, it’s 
increasingly essen  al to being able to 
achieve the scien  fi c goals of our ins  -

tu  ons.  While the scien  fi c community 
is well-versed in using direct and rigor-
ous debate to arrive at the best path 
forward, the public at large may require 
diff erent approaches to best become 
involved in the conversa  ons that we 
want to have with them.  In some ways, 
our roles in public engagement and 
educa  on also involve some cura  on 
and care, not only in what we share, 
but how. 

So, as you read through the ar  cles 
that we’ve selected for you in this 
issue, please take the opportunity to 
consider how you can best tailor your 
eff orts, your message, and your meth-
od of communica  on to share the 
importance of our work to the broader 
community.  

All the Best for 2018 and

beyond! 
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President’s Message

Leah Cur  n
President

This is the  me of year when you o  en think about the past year and hopes 
for the New Year. Was it a good year personally and professionally? What did I 
accomplish? What would I like to accomplish? As I think about LAMA, we started 
the wave of change in 2017 and hopefully established a clear path for 2018 and 
longer. 

In 2017, we implemented the new Strategic Long Range Plan (SLRP). The SLRP 
outlined a new commi  ee structure and consolidated from ten to three primary 
commi  ees; Educa  on & Training, Program & Awards and Marke  ng. The new 
structure was designed to increase the strength of each commi  ee and commu-
nica  on among the commi  ees and the Board. LAMA strengthened its rela  on-
ship with the vendors and the Allied Trade Associa  on (ATA). Both organiza  ons 
are commi  ed to provide the best for our memberships through an educa  onal, 
networking and social LAMA/ATA mee  ng. 

Jim Cox and Reed George have been the Editors of the LAMA Review since Q3 
of 2015. They have done an amazing job and have been commi  ed to providing 
LAMA membership  mely and meaningful ar  cles and informa  on. On behalf of 
LAMA, I would like to sincerely thank them for all their hard work! I am pleased 
that Jim will con  nue to work on launching a LAMA Blog which we hope to pro-
vide membership in 2018.

Addi  onal goals for 2018 include; fi nancial review, revise the Policies and Pro-
cedures, revise the Commi  ee handbook, hold  the LAMA/ATA mee  ng and 5th 
Leadership Bootcamp and outline future webinars.

“Year’s end is neither an end nor a beginning but a going on, with all the 
wisdom that experience can ins  ll in us” –Hal Borland

I wish you and your family 
a happy holiday and New Year!
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Did you know?
In the Laboratory Animal community, publishing 
in a professional journal is an essential part of 
advancing your career.  Submitting an article to 
the LAMA Review provides an opportunity to be 
published in a professional journal.  This is a great 
opportunity to share your research knowledge and 
accomplishments. 

Imagine your journal impacting and infl uencing the 
laboratory animal management practices!

The LAMA Review provides important information 
on industry’s advancements and developments to 
those involved in the Laboratory Animal fi eld with 
emphasis in management.  

The LAMA Review is published electronically each 
quarter and combines short columns with longer 
feature articles. Each issue focuses on signifi cant 
topics and relevant interest to ensure a well-round-
ed coverage on laboratory management matters.

Submitting an 
article

Choose an interesting topic that has the potential 
to benefi t the Laboratory Animal Management 
community.  Write the article that you would like 
to see published in the journal.  Be sure to include 
multiple sources to support your research and ac-
curately cite references.  

Submit your article to Review via email:

jrmanke@associationsolutionsinc.com

The LAMA Review is the offi  cial journal of the Lab-
oratory Animal Management Association, which is 
committed to publishing high quality, independently 
peer-reviewed research and review material. 

The LAMA Review publishes ideas and concepts 
in an innovative format to provide premium infor-
mation for laboratory Animal Management in the 
public and private sectors which include govern-
ment agencies. 

A key strength of the LAMA Review is its rela-
tionship with the Laboratory Animal management 
community. By working closely with our members, 
listening to what they say, and always placing em-
phasis on quality.  The Review is fi nding innovative 
solutions to management’s needs, by providing the 
necessary resources and tools for managers to 
succeed.   

Article Guidelines
Submissions of articles are accepted from 
LAMA members, professional managers, and 
administrators of laboratory animal care and use. 
Submissions should generally range between 
2,000 and 5,000 words. All submissions are 
subject to Editor in Chief’s review and are 
accepted for the following features of the LAMA 
Review:
o Original Articles
o Review Articles
o Job Tips
o Manager’s Forum
o Problem Solving

Benefits of 
publishing
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Recent years have seen growing worldwide discussions, 
experiments, and expecta  ons around various kinds of 
public engagement in the biosciences. This is especially 
so, in the governance of biotechnology—in research 
policy, risk regula  on, and adop  on of new innova-
 ons. How one defi nes public engagement necessarily 

aff ects the course of poli  cal, media, and 
civil society debate on these issues. Yet 
cri  cs and even some proponents 
o  en misunderstand underlying 
ra  onales and impera  ves 
for engagement [1]. Strong 
opposi  on persists on the 
part of some policymakers 
in the ostensible name of 
science, even to the most 
modest forms of ci  zen 
par  cipa  on in deci-
sions about regula  on 
or research [2]. Where 
dialogue is supported 
between scien  sts, policy 
makers, stakeholders, and 
members of the public, it is 
o  en for contras  ng reasons 
[3]—refl ec  ng mo  va  ons of 
some leading fi gures in science 
governance to control, as much as 
respect, contending public interests [4]. 
Prominent experts have ques  oned whether ordinary 
people have the right or even the ability to engage 
on complex technical issues [5]. A  empts to include 
stakeholders are cri  cized as slowing down innova  on 
[6]. Some scien  sts fear that irra  onal anxie  es over 

par  cular issues mean that public engagement will lead 
to indiscriminately technophobic or an  -science results 
[7]. How might we interpret these a   tudes and contro-
versies and be  er understand why public engagement 
ma  ers? What are the prac  cal policy consequences?

 This paper iden  fi es diff erent grounds for 
suppor  ng par  cular elements of public 

engagement, irrespec  ve of con-
text. It describes how diverse 

quali  es of par  cipatory 
prac  ce arise in diff erent 

circumstances. The star  ng 
point is that the reali  es 
of technological change—
par  cularly as they relate 
to policy making—de-
mand a move away from 
tradi  onal exclusive, 
specialist approaches. 
This means relinquishing 

the blanket pro-innova  on 
rhetoric used by many in 

high-level policy making: 
portraying technological 

progress as what Lord Alec 
Broers (as President of the Royal 

Academy of Engineering) described in 
his globally broadcast BBC Reith lectures 

as a “race to advance technology”—a single track 
to an essen  ally inevitable future [8]. This linear no  on 
conceals the con  nually branching nature of techno-
logical change. It hides the ways important poli  cal 
choices over alterna  ve direc  ons for innova  on are 

Opening Up
Andy S  rling 

the Poli  cs 

of Knowledge and 

Power 

in Bioscience
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made at every juncture—and should be as subject as 
other areas of policy, to democra  c par  cipa  on and 
accountability. In this sense, then, various kinds of 
public engagement in the biosciences can be seen to 
off er means to reconcile tensions between the other-
wise-estranged Enlightenment values of science and 
democracy. In short, greater public engagement off ers 
an opportunity to be more rigorous about the uncer-
tain  es in bioscience innova  on and more accountable 
about the exercise of power.

 In introducing this series of commentaries [9], the 
editors follow others in dis  nguishing between three 
broad ra  onales and impera  ves for public engage-
ment [10],[11]. First, a substan  ve approach tries to 
iden  fy the so-called “best” outcomes—trajectories 
for technology that respect broadly shared public 
values like maximizing public benefi ts, reducing health 
impacts, increasing environmental sustainability, or 
enhancing wellbeing. Details are ambiguous and con-
tes  ble, but such widely debated aspira  ons do off er 
nontrivial, generally self-evidently posi  ve ends. Sec-
ond, by contrast, instrumental objec  ves presume (of-
ten implicitly) that a specifi c outcome is desirable—one 
favoured by par  cular interests and perspec  ves (for 
instance, individual businesses, agencies, or pressure 
groups). These approaches therefore focus simply on 
the means towards unques  oned ends—like fostering 
public understanding, trust, reputa  on or acceptance, 
or giving voice to opposi  on—all with respect to some 
par  cular op  on or ins  tu  on. Whether or not one 
approves of such closure from ends to means, depends 
on the inclina  on to support the par  cular ends there-
by privileged. Finally, norma  ve approaches are not 
primarily concerned with outcomes at all—neither as 
ends nor means—but with the par  cipatory processes 
themselves. These value such quali  es as indepen-
dence, openness, accessibility, legi  macy, and account-
ability [12]. Norma  ve evalua  ons of public engage-
ment processes can also depend on whether they are 
structured or spontaneous, delibera  ve or expressive, 
invited or uninvited [13]. Thus, decisions about how 
best to view, design, or choose among modes of public 
engagement depend on perspec  ve as well as context.

 But in asking “whether, and under what condi  ons, it 
is possible to engage the public in scien  fi c issues in 
meaningful ways?” [9], the editors risk being misun-
derstood. This might be taken to imply that, whilst the 
public may display divergent views on par  cular tech-
nologies, this is not the case when it comes to more 

general perspec  ves on the role of public engagement 
concerning these technologies. Although conclusions 
may vary by case, there is an implica  on (at least in 
principle) that objec  vely correct answers exist at the 
most general level. Such an impression refl ects a cur-
rent trend under which public engagement has grown 
increasingly structured and subject to accredita  on, 
ins  tu  onaliza  on, professionaliza  on, and manage-
rial evalua  on. Together, this trend tends to suppress 
the intrinsically poli  cal dimensions in the governance 
of science, which requires fl exibility to accommodate 
diverse values and viewpoints. Yet, in reality, the an-
swers to the ques  ons posed in this series are partly in 
the eyes of beholders—hinging not only on par  cular 
condi  ons, but also on divergent poli  cal perspec  ves 
under any given condi  on [14].

 For instance, in deciding which innova  ons to pursue 
in agriculture (technological or social), it cannot be 
assumed that any one aim is paramount—whether 
the issue is respec  ng the cultural a  ributes of food, 
maximizing world protein produc  on, commercial rev-
enues in supply chains, comba  ng climate change, or 
sustaining hard-pressed livelihoods. All are valid con-
cerns, but not all can be maximized together. Although 
par  cipa  on may improve mutual understanding 
and apprecia  on among stakeholders, even the most 
inclusive or co-opera  ve prac  ces cannot defi ni  vely 
reconcile underlying contras  ng interests. Yet such 
diverging interests have implica  ons not only for which 
innova  ons to chose, but also for what counts as “ap-
propriate” par  cipatory prac  ce. These poli  cal dimen-
sions of public engagement can easily be missed by all 
interested par  es—proponents with roman  c visions 
of engagement, prac   oners with diverse methodolog-
ical commitments, sponsors with contending expedient 
interests, and purveyors of blanket cri  cism of public 
engagement, who fail to discriminate between the cru-
cial details of process and context [15].

 One way to transcend these diff erences (without 
presuming to resolve them one way or another), is to 
begin with the commitment that governance of bio-
science should be informed by the most appropriate 
knowledges. In public engagement, as in other forms 
of policy appraisal (like risk assessment or cost-ben-
efi t analysis), this raises ques  ons over the nature of 
diff erent knowledge bases. Figure 1 off ers a stylized 
picture of fundamental ways in which knowledge 
condi  ons bearing on bioscience policy may be seen 
as problema  c—and points in each case to illustra-
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 ve roles for engagement. For ease of understanding, 
Figure 1 is structured according to the conven  onal 
parameters of expert risk regula  on: probabili  es and 
magnitudes [16]. Each presents a dis  nct dimension 
under which anyone can be more or less confi dent in 
their knowledge. It is important to appreciate that this 
is not a taxonomy of condi  ons under which knowl-
edge is objec  vely be  er or worse. The point is rather 
that: how a given body of knowledge is regarded is 

inherently subjec  ve. In par  cular, Figure 1 shows how 
public engagement is relevant under all condi  ons and 
perspec  ves, although specifi c features may vary in 
signifi cant ways.

The top le   quadrant shows the classic condi  on of 
risk—where there is felt to be complete, high quality 
knowledge about both magnitudes of possible out-
comes and their respec  ve probabili  es. Each dimen-
sion can be quan  fi ed and mul  plied to yield formal 
expressions of risk. This in turn allows op  miza  on 
across trade-off s between contending objec  ves, 
values, and possibili  es—thus, the argument goes, 
informing be  er policy [17]. One might think that this 
kind of conven  onal calcula  ve risk assessment would 
fi nd li  le value from public engagement. And it is on 

this basis that a stark divide is rou  nely drawn between 
the ostensibly objec  ve, ra  onal exper  se employed in 
risk assessment and the apparently less informed, more 
emo  onal risk percep  ons of the public. In this view, 
public risk percep  ons must be managed as spurious 
departures from the ra  onal norms of experts.

 This well-established rigid separa  on between as-
sessment and management of risk is consistent with 

the “one track” view that knowledge and innova  on 
in any given area must necessarily follow single op  -
mal trajectories. If one believes that science discovers 
facts and that facts determine technology, then there 
is li  le la  tude for meaningful social engagement on 
the direc  on of technology change. Under this nar-
row “risk” view, the func  on of public engagement is 
merely instrumental, a means to implement inevitable 
progress. Engagement is then useful only for securing 
public understanding, trust, and acceptance of whatev-
er technological developments happen to be currently 
emerging—that is, for bringing public percep  ons in 
line with risks as defi ned by the experts.

 Even under such constrained instrumental risk-based 
views, however, bioscience presents a wide range of 

Figure 1. Roles for public engagement under diff erent knowledge condi  ons.
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more substan  ve governance challenges. These chal-
lenges are clearly not purely calculable but involve 
value judgments. How to: Decide which technology or 
policy op  ons to include? Weigh contras  ng benefi ts 
and harms? Balance overall pros and cons? Arbitrate 
their distribu  on across society? Determine real-world 
condi  ons of use? Derive and aggregate relevant 
probabili  es? Assign op  mal levels of protec  on? 
Whether acknowledged or not, even the most narrowly 
science-centric and technocra  c no  ons of risk assess-
ment require qualita  ve delibera  on on such ma  ers. 
Whether expert or public, subjec  ve judgment is as 
essen  al as any kind of objec  ve ra  onality. This high-
lights a role for the type of detailed, open, and account-
able oversight and valida  on off ered by substan  ve 
and norma  ve concepts of public engagement [18].

 This case for noninstrumental public engagement 
further increases under condi  ons of uncertainty (the 
lower le   of Figure 1). The long-established strict defi -
ni  on of this state of uncertainty is that it aff ords no 
fi rm basis for probabili  es [19]. Yet the facility of meth-
ods like Bayesian calculus lead to the asser  on “…it is 
always possible to obtain a probability…” [20]. As a re-
sult, the term uncertainty is o  en stretched to describe 
even rela  vely tractable condi  ons under which proba-
bili  es yield determinate answers—in eff ect confusing 
uncertainty with risk. When prac   oners of a par  cular 
quan  ta  ve method insist on using their favored tech-
niques even when they are inapplicable, the result is a 
deep misunderstanding—as prevalent in bioscience as 
elsewhere—understa  ng indeterminacy and exaggerat-
ing the defi ni  ve power of calcula  on [21].

 The point is not that it is impossible to assign diff erent 
subjec  ve probability func  ons under uncertainty, but 
that probabilis  c reasoning under uncertainty cannot 
yield a single objec  vely aggregate value. Here, quan-
 ta  ve methods should not be used to give mislead-

ingly defi ni  ve impressions of confi dence. Yet they 
may s  ll off er powerful tools—especially where they 
acknowledge subjec  vity [22]. In other words—under 
uncertainty—calcula  on can only serve, not drive, 
assessments. Scien  fi c rigor demands instead more 
open-ended forms of uncertainty heuris  cs, interval 
analysis, sensi  vity tes  ng, and scenario assessment—
each requiring a  en  on to the diff ering condi  ons that 
may frame the ques  on at hand [23].

 Here the substan  ve roles for public engagement be-
come immediately clear. It is only through par  cipatory 
prac  ces catalyzed by, focused on, or relevant to, more 

open-ended methods, that substan  ve policy apprais-
al (focusing on salient public concerns) is most likely 
to be eff ec  ve. For instance, delibera  on can then be 
more easily directed at key ques  ons such as scru  niz-
ing need, resolving new op  ons, maximizing best case 
opportuni  es, ameliora  ng worst case possibili  es, 
highligh  ng “no regrets” strategies, or iden  fying some 
intermediate precau  onary balance. Regulatory expe-
rience repeatedly reveals how ar  fi cial reduc  on of 
uncertainty to risk can compromise public safety when 
an unforeseen hazard arises. This was the case, for 
instance, with stratospheric ozone deple  on, transmis-
sible spongiform encephalopathies, and endocrine-dis-
rup  ng chemicals. In each case, early warnings were 
no  ced fi rst outside formal risk assessment. The way 
to remedy this, is to “broaden out” regulatory apprais-
al—extending a  en  on to a wider range of op  ons, 
issues, condi  ons, uncertain  es, scenarios, methods, 
disciplines, and perspec  ves than are conven  onally 
included in technical risk assessment. This helps mit-
igate the obscuring of emerging understandings and 
early warnings that can be caused in simple reduc  ons 
to probabili  es and magnitudes and aggrega  ng across 
diff erent circumstances and dimensions [24].

 It can be diffi  cult for those wed to probabilis  c ap-
proaches, to accept the dis  nc  on between risk and 
uncertainty. So the horizontal axis in Figure 1—high-
ligh  ng intractabili  es in defi ning possibili  es them-
selves—may be even more unpalatable. These chal-
lenges of ambiguity diff er from uncertainty, because 
they apply even a  er outcomes have already occurred. 
For example, much of the controversy over gene  cal-
ly modifi ed organisms concerns not the likelihood of 
some agreed form of harm, but fundamentally diff erent 
understandings of what harm actually means (e.g., in 
terms of threats variously to human health, ecological 
integrity, agronomic diversity, indigenous food cultures, 
sustainable rural livelihoods, vulnerability to climate 
change, control of intellectual property, or global indus-
trial distribu  on). Likewise in other areas, contras  ng 
pictures arise in focusing on diff erent harmful mecha-
nisms, toxic endpoints, or pathogenic vectors [24]. How 
then does one defi ne, bound, par   on, and priori  ze 
diff erent possibili  es? What sorts of ques  ons should 
regulators ask: Do we need this? What would be best? 
What would be be  er? What would be safest? What 
would be safe enough? What would be tolerable? Or 
(as is rou  ne), is some par  cular market development, 
merely “not worse than current worst prac  ce”? Each 
can yield radically diff erent answers [25].
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 Although assessment of some specialized ques  ons—
involving, for example, incidence of specifi c occupa-
 onal disorders, childhood illness, congenital morbidi-

ty, environmental disease—may be seen quite fairly as 
largely a ma  er for exper  se, deciding between and 
within such ques  ons s  ll requires intrinsically subjec-
 ve judgments. What kind of exper  se can plausibly 

se  le the rela  ve importance of compared levels of, 
say: Injury or illness? Harm to adults or children? Work-
er or ci  zen? Present or future genera  ons? Humans or 
animals? Here, Nobel-winning work in ra  onal choice 
theory shows, as a ma  er of logic, that there exists no 
general form of analysis that can guarantee uniquely 
op  mal answers across specifi c cases [26]. The same 
holds for other kinds of ambiguity: it is misleading to 
claim that single defi ni  ve science-based decisions are 
possible—science alone cannot reconcile the range of 
contras  ng, plausibly preferable outcomes. Again, sub-
stan  ve public engagement—symmetrically address-
ing diverse por  olios of choices [27]—off ers a path to 
facilita  ng both validity and legi  macy under these 
condi  ons [28].

 Here, substan  ve public engagement requires not just 
interac  ons between diff erent groups of experts but 
rich varie  es of encounter between experts and non-
specialists. Indeed, the terms under which diff erent 
disciplines themselves engage is itself o  en at issue. 
Ins  tu  onal dominance, confl ict, and exclusion all fea-
ture prominently in past histories of regulatory failure 
[24]. When and how, for example, should social scien-
 sts play a role? Merely in the fi nal communica  on of 

results? In helping elicit op  ons, weights or priori  es 
as inputs? In inves  ga  ng issues of use, prac  ce, or 
compliance? Or in illumina  ng the social processes of 
science itself, examining the dynamics of knowledge 
and power? Each holds divergent implica  ons. All 
are combined in enabling par  cipatory delibera  on. 
Though technical details may be inaccessible to the 
general public, underlying poli  cal dynamics between 
academic, governmental, and commercial ins  tu  ons 
are broadly familiar to nonspecialists, but o  en mar-
ginalized by specialists. In this way, the life sciences 
are li  le diff erent to other specialisms such as securi-
ty, economy, or law—and should arguably be equally 
subject to democra  c accountability. Under ambiguity, 
public engagement off ers a way to integrate the wide 
diversity of public viewpoints into policymaking with a 
fi ne-grain detail that is typically not achievable in par-
liamentary or legisla  ve proceedings (let alone expert 
assessment alone).

 Beyond risk, uncertainty, and ambiguity lies the fi nal 
aspect of problema  c knowledge in bioscience gover-
nance—ignorance (lower right of Figure 1) [29]. This is 
where public engagement is par  cularly valuable. Here, 
the challenge is not just about the prospect of radical 
surprise—“unknown unknowns” like newly recognized 
kinds of adverse outcome or harmful mechanism 
men  oned above [24]. The predicament is further am-
plifi ed by the way scien  fi c and technological develop-
ments—including the fabric of knowledge itself—can 
be condi  oned by expecta  ons and power [11]. This 
is because research and innova  on (social as much as 
technological) proceed through con  nually branching 
choices. Many diff erent disciplines have shown how, 
once chosen, each pathway becomes channeled in 
ways that are diffi  cult to reverse. Alterna  ve paths are 
crowded out, other opportuni  es foreclosed. History 
is li  ered with examples—like QWERTY keyboards, 
VHS videos, narrow-gauge rail, urban automobiles, AC 
electricity, light-water reactors, and PC so  ware. Even 
the most compe   ve markets repeatedly lock in to 
retrospec  vely clearly inadvisable choices. Whilst real 
world complexi  es ensure some degree of diversity, 
the repeated lesson of history is that society cannot 
commit to any single trajectory without diminishing the 
poten  al for others [30]. Ar  fi cially blinkered ignorance 
is itself one of the key mechanisms of closure [21]. And 
those pathways of change favored by the least power-
ful are typically the most excluded [31].

 In other words, scien  fi c and technological progress is 
not about one-track compe   ve races to discover in 
each fi eld what is self-evidently be  er. It is an explor-
atory process that closes down, as well as opens up, 
alterna  ve possibili  es. And, in a globalizing world, the 
stakes are further raised by corporate concentra  on 
and pressures for harmoniza  on and standardiza  on 
(as championed by the World Trade Organiza  on). For 
instance, though alterna  ve trajectories are biologically 
feasible in agricultural seed produc  on—and poten  al-
ly economically viable and socially realizable—incen-
 ve structures for large corpora  ons in global markets 

favor strategies that assert intellectual property (IP) or 
otherwise maximize profi ts in a supply chain. This helps 
explain the conven  onal industrial emphasis on hybrid 
varie  es and preference for IP-intensive transgenics. 
Other technical approaches may also be rela  vely 
neglected for narrow commercial reasons, like forms 
of cisgenics (using similar techniques within species 
and varie  es) or apomixis (allowing greater farmer 
selec  on using asexual reproduc  on) or marker-as-
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sisted methods (augmen  ng conven  onal breeding 
with advanced gene  cs). Equally knowledge-intensive 
social and ins  tu  onal innova  ons are even more 
disadvantaged—especially those emphasizing the in-
terests of marginal groups (like par  cipatory breeding, 
noncommercial extension prac  ces, or microfi nanced 
indigenous produc  on). In these ways, momentum 
along par  cular innova  on pathways is driven more 
by poli  cal economy than scien  fi c inevitability. These 
path-dependent choices are not just about “sound 
science” and technical op  miza  on, but the exercise of 
poli  cal power [29].

 The key to substan  ve understanding of public en-
gagement as a response to ignorance, then, lies in 
apprecia  ng these real world dynamics of science and 
technology choice. Diverse, open, self-defi ning forms 
of public engagement off er means equally towards 
rigorous apprecia  on and democra  c accountability 
in the social appraisal of innova  on pathways. In such 
ways, the central focus of bioscience governance can 
expand beyond ques  ons merely about “how much?,” 
“how fast?,” “how costly?,” or “who leads?”—towards 
broader, more open-ended, and demanding poli  cal 
challenges around “which way?,” “who says?,” and 
“why?” This extends far beyond instrumental views of 
top-down par  cipa  on suppor  ng regulatory assess-
ment in any given area to op  mize a presumed one-
track race to the future. Yet this is where much prac  ce 
and advocacy of public engagement also falls short. By 
emphasizing consensus or se  led verdicts, structured, 
“invited” engagement can thwart genuine substan  ve 
public par  cipa  on as much as any narrow risk assess-
ment—and can also reinforce the closure of discussion 
around single trajectories. This is especially so, when 
engagement presumes to se  le within highly designed 
delibera  ve procedures essen  ally poli  cal ma  ers of 
choice [11].

 A very diff erent picture emerges when public engage-
ment is undertaken not to force consensual prescrip-
 ve recommenda  ons, but to map out alterna  ve 

pathways—revealing the detailed poli  cal implica  ons 
of each [27]. The aim here is to catalyze and pro-
voke—rather than subs  tute or suppress—wider public 
discourse. Only in this way, may we hope to reconcile 
the otherwise contending impera  ves of norma  ve 
legi  macy, substan  ve rigor, and instrumental effi  cien-
cy with which this paper began. Decisions will s  ll be 
made, but they will be more explicitly (and honestly) 
poli  cal: not hiding behind (and subver  ng) science 

through simplis  c, misleading one-track, “sound sci-
ence” or “pro-technology” language. So, far from being 
more protracted or expensive, avoiding pretense at de-
fi ni  ve closure can—both in analysis and delibera  on—
be  er inform, clarify and streamline poli  cal decision 
making. It is by opening up social choices, that public 
engagement in policy appraisal can simultaneously 
enhance robustness (by acknowledging uncertainty, 
ambiguity, and ignorance) and provide for more trans-
parent accountability (by highligh  ng judgments).

 Despite the many diff erent forms, roles, and perspec-
 ves around public engagement, then, it is clear that 

(in bioscience governance, as elsewhere), the real value 
of more inclusive par  cipa  on lies in opening up—rath-
er than closing down—a healthy, mature, accountable 
democra  c poli  cs of technology choice [32]. So, the 
challenge lies not so much in procedural design, as in 
the crea  on of a dynamic new poli  cal arena—in which 
reasoned skep  cism is as valued in public debates 
about technology as it is in science itself. In this way, 
we may hope to renew and recombine two strangely 
sundered aspects of the Enlightenment: science and 
democracy. Far from presen  ng obstacles (as o  en 
implied), it is the emergence of a diverse vibrant new 
“fi  h estate” of prac  ces and ins  tu  ons around public 
engagement that best embodies a true Enlightenment 
vision of progress. Indeed, in bioscience as elsewhere, 
this exercise of greater social agency over the direc-
 ons for knowledge and innova  on moves beyond 

enlightenment over the mere possibility of social ad-
vance, towards real enablement of a greater diversity 
of direc  ons for human progress [33].
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Construc  ng Communica  on
Talking to Scien  sts about Talking to the Public
Sarah R. Davies
Durham University, UK

Recent work has started to explore “scien  fi c understandings of publics” along- side public under-
standings of science. This study builds on this work to exam- ine the ways in which public com-
munica  on is talked about by scien  sts and engineers. The author iden  fi es a range of ways of 
talking about the purposes and content of science communica  on to the public, arguing that the 
dominant framework for these is one-way communica  on, and that, in addi  on, such communi-
ca  on tends to be constructed as diffi  cult and dangerous. However, the author further iden  fi es 
a range of minority discourses that understand public communica  on in more complex terms.

Over the last two decades there has been an unprecedent-
ed level of encouragement for those working within the 
sciences to open up their disciplines and communicate 
with publics (Miller, 2001). The 1985 Bodmer Report (Royal 
Society, 1985)  ini  ated  a wave  of funding  for and inter-
est in public communica  on, and—although language and 
prac  ce may have changed—this impetus toward public 
engagement with science con  nues today (Bauer, Allum, & 
Miller, 2007). Scien  sts and engineers can apply for special 
grants to carry out public engagement work, from charita-
ble bodies or learned socie  es such as the Wellcome Trust 
or the Bri  sh Associa  on for the Advancement of Science. 
Research Councils UK (RCUK), the major UK public funder 
of research, has a dedicated Science in Society unit that 
aims to “promote a free fl ow of informa  on and exchange 
of views between researchers and members of the public” 
(RCUK, 2006).

It appears, then, that the Bodmer Report was successful 
in at least one of its aims: it argued that “scien  sts must 
learn to communicate with the public, be willing to do so, 
and indeed consider it their duty to do so” (Royal Society, 
1985, p. 6). As Steve Miller argued a  er the 2000 House 
of 413 Lords Report on Science and Society (Miller, 2001), 
the scien  fi c commu- nity has been very eff ec  vely mobi-
lized as a result of this emphasis on public communica  on. 
Reports such as Davis (2004), Pearson, Pringle, and Thomas 
(1997), and Wiseman (1996) indicate the breadth of ac-
 vi  es experts are involved in (deba  ng fora, exhibi  ons 

in shopping centers, science in the mass media). My own 
data—discussed in more detail below—similarly indicate 
that scien  sts and engineers are at the very least aware of a 
push toward public communica  on, and in many cases have 
taken part in one or more science communica  on ac  vi  es. 
The range of these is wide; with those to whom I spoke it 
ranged from department open days to going into schools to 
more tradi  onal mass media ac  vi  es such as wri  ng for 
news- papers or appearing on TV or radio.

It seems that scien  sts and engineers today have the funds, 
the opportuni  es, and o  en the desire for public engage-
ment (MORI, 2000). This means that it is vitally important 
to explore how they conceptualize and nego  ate ideas of 
“the public” and of public communica  on. As Lévy-Leblond 
(1992) argued more than 15 years ago, “scien  fi c under-
standings of publics” are just as important an area of study 
as “public understandings of science” (PUS). The majority 
of public engagement ac  vi  es funded by governments 
and chari  es are currently not large-scale events with input 
from social scien  sts or PUS theorists. They are instead ad 
hoc and informal ac  vi  es, such as open days or outreach 
programs to schools (as Turney, 2006, p. 87, noted, most 
are “small scale and local”). In prac  ce, it is individuals or 
small groups of technical experts who come into contact 
with publics, not science as an ins  tu  on or an establish-
ment. And it is therefore the prac  ces of individuals which 
will frame and shape the communica  on process.
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The importance of this should not be underes  mated. Work 
that has exam- ined both dialogue processes (Irwin, 2001; 
Wynne, 2002) and more tradi  onal science communica  on 
(Irwin & Wynne, 1996; Layton, Jenkins, Macgill, & Davey, 
1993) has shown that framing is everything. Organizers or 
key par  cipants have the power to shape the assump  ons 
of the communica  on process, so that publics and processes 
can be posi  oned in par  cular ways and value systems—
such as the primacy of scien  fi c knowledge—can be im-
posed (Wynne, 2001). In the case of many points of contact 
between science and its publics, then, individual scien  sts’ 
assump  ons about the process they are involved in and the 
individuals they are interac  ng with will have an impor- tant 
impact on those processes.

Expert thinking on “the public,” for many years an under-
studied area, has recently been receiving more a  en  on. 
Work by Mike Michael, Guy Cook, and Kevin Burchell, 
among others, has started to fl esh out the ways in which 
publics are constructed and used by scien  sts (see Burchell, 
2007; Cook, Pieri, & Robbins, 2004; Davies, 2008; Frewer et 
al., 2003; Michael & Birke, 1994; Michael & Brown, 2000; 
Young & Ma  hews, 2007), fi nding predominantly “defi cit” 
models (Irwin & Wynne, 1996), but also some more fl exi-
ble and posi  ve construc  ons. However, li  le recent work 
has specifi cally examined scien  sts’ ideas and assump  ons 
about public communica  on and engagement, despite the 
fact that these will certainly aff ect the ways in which they 
engage in such ac  vi  es.1 This brief ar  cle seeks to go some 
way in  redressing this balance by repor  ng an analysis of 
scien  sts and engineers’ talk within group discussions about 
public communica  on.

In what follows, I briefl y describe my methods, before mov-
ing on to draw some key themes on public communica  on 
out of my data. I examine the ways in which scien  sts talk 
about the content and purposes of science com- munica  on 
to the public, summing these up by arguing that a frame-
work of one-way communica  on is consistently used. I fur-
ther fi nd that communica  on is consistently discussed in a 
way that suggests it is diffi  cult or dan- gerous, before moving 
on to iden  fy some compe  ng and more complex no  ons of 
public communica  on. A key theme of this research is thus 
that there is a diverse range of ideas about public communi-
ca  on in scien  fi c cultures: There is not one straigh  orward 
no  on of what “public engagement” should involve, but 
rather diversity, fl exibility, and disjunc  on.

Background to the Research
This analysis forms part of a broader study that examines 
“the public” and “science” in scien  fi c talk (Davies, 2007). It 

seeks to iden  fy the “social voices” of public communica  on 
within scien  fi c communi  es, as Lemke (1995) understood 
the term. 

He wrote:

We speak with the voices of our communi  es, and to 
the extent that we have individual voices, we fashion 
them out of the social voices already available to us, 
appropria  ng the words of others to speak a word of 
our own. (Lemke, 1995, pp. 24-25)

The study involved seven group discussions, each made up 
of between 3 and 10 par  cipants. For both reasons of access 
and familiarity for par  cipants, groups were composed of 
individuals from the same research or lab group and usually 
took place within a  me slot allo  ed to a group or lab meet-
ing. In this way, an eff ort was made to create a naturalis  c 
and comfortable environment for par  cipants: The inter-
view took place in a familiar place and with familiar people. 
The aim was that the kind of free discussion that would 
normally occur around a research paper or recent fi nding 
would be extended to the discussion topics the interviewer 
introduced. Research suggests that the cultures of scien  f-
ic disciplines can be very diff erent (Knorr-Ce  na, 1999); it 
seems possible, then, that the social voices accessible within 
scien  fi c cultures may also vary, and an eff ort was therefore 
made to speak to a range of these cultures. Groups were 
spread across a range of scien  fi c and engineering disci-
plines, including life and physical sciences, environmental 
science, and engineering. 2 Discussion was focused through 
the use of a semistructured interview schedule by the 
researcher (Flick, 2002; Morgan, 1997); topics included par-
 cipants’ ideas for public communica  on on their research 

and the purposes of science communica  on. All talk was 
recorded and transcribed, and anonymized. As befi ts a study 
of talk-in-interac  on, principles from discourse analysis were 
used for examining how par  cular meanings were construct-
ed through the discussions (Silverman, 2001). 

In par  cular, discourse analy  c approaches were used (see 
Cameron, 2001) to inform interpreta  ve coding of the data 
(Flick, 2002) and to iden  fy key themes and concepts; in this 
way, par  cular stories, discourses, or “social voices” of pub-
lic communica  on were reconstructed (cf. Michael, 1991). 
In the following discussion, I show one or two quotes as 
examples; these are, of course, representa  ve of a broader 
selec  on rather than comprehensive of the themes found.

Discourses of communica  on within these discussion 
transcripts are hugely messy, diverse, and complex (cf. Law, 
2004). There is, quan  ta  vely, lots of talk rela  ng to com-
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munica  on—unsurprising given the discussion context and 
focus—but also qualita  vely lots of diff erent kinds of talk 
about communica  on. The group interview discussions were 
specifi cally framed in the context of public communica-
 on—scien  fi c communica  on to laypeople— and therefore 

the majority of the talk is involved in discussing this kind of 
communica  on. There were, however,  mes when groups 
or individuals found it diffi  cult to talk about this kind of 
communica  on and “reverted” to discussing intrascien  fi c 
communica  on—that is, communica  on within the scien-
 fi c community (such as publishing papers or presen  ng 

at confer- ences). This suggests that there are varia  ons in 
terms of how accessible these discourses of public com-
munica  on are within scien  fi c cultures. In par  cu- lar, it 
appears likely that the accessibility of discourses of commu-
nica  on is linked to a group’s experiences: Those that had 
minimal experience of public communica  on ac  vi  es are 
most likely, in discussion, to revert to a focus on internal 
scien  fi c communica  on.
 
While there is a diverse range of talk about public commu-
nica  on used by scien  sts, this does not mean that there 
are no iden  fi able themes within their talk. In fact, there 
are several concepts that can be found repeatedly in the 
data and that appear to be important in scien  fi c cultures. 
I turn now to examine these, fi rst by looking at the mass of 
talk that deals with par  ci- pants’ ideas of the purposes and 
content of public communica  on.

Construc  ng Communica  on: Talk 
About Purposes and Content

Par  cipants at  mes found it hard to express their thinking 
on par  cular aspects of communica  on—hence, as I have 
noted, a tendency to revert to talking about intrascien  fi c 
forms of communica  on. However, this was rarely the case 
for discussion around their ideas about the purposes and 
ideal content of public communica  on; conversa  on on 
these topics tended to fl ow easily and to involve few hesi-
ta  ons. This was especially true for talk about what should 
be communicated. Two key themes came out of this talk: It 
is important to be relevant, and it is be  er to communicate 
“big ideas” or key principles than detailed research. Thus, 
in the extract below, Luke explains that the most important 
thing in public communica  on is to be relevant:

Luke: Obviously the key thing about communica  on 
there is to  e into rele- vance. That has to be there at an 
early stage, otherwise you’ll be lose- it doesn’t ma  er 
how or what you say, if it’s not clue- clued into people’s 
experiences on a personal level, if . . . it means some-
thing to them, and it’s going to be important or of some 
relevance to them, they can pick up on it.

As he describes it, relevance is essen  al: If you are not 
“clued into people’s experiences on a personal level,” in fact, 
you will lose your audience. Relevance as an important fea-
ture of communica  on was an almost universal point of dis-
cussion in the data, which in turn led, in some groups, to talk 
about exactly what was relevant. People are understood—as 
Luke’s comments imply—to be interested in what aff ects 
them personally. Thus many groups focused on applica  ons 
of science as an important part of what should be communi-
cated. That this angle—of personally relevant applica  ons— 
might be hard to fi nd in some of the “more mundane” parts 
of science was much discussed.

Similarly, groups talked about the necessity of conveying 
“big ideas” rather than the details of their science: They 
would rather, for example, that people understood the rea-
sons for or reasoning behind the work that they were doing 
than the exact names of the enzymes they were studying. 
This was true both of general scien  fi c content—the key 
concepts a fi eld revolved around—and what we might call 
scien  fi c process or, as Henry does in the extract below, 
“scien  fi c principles”:

Henry: Er- but- you have to think what are the really im-
portant scien  fi c ideas that you want to bring across. . . . 
So how can you get across like the really important kind 
of scien  fi c principles like establishing cause and eff ect 
and controlling things.

Here Henry is not concerned so much with communica  ng 
scien  fi c infor- ma  on as with concepts of process such as 
“cause and eff ect” and “controlling things.” It seemed to be 
important to most groups to focus on such “big ideas” of 
science rather than the details of their own work or other 
sci- en  fi c informa  on.

In addi  on to these two key themes in what the content 
of communica-  on should be, par  cipants also spent  me 
discussing what were the best modes for this content. A 
frequently used concept was that the ideal should be visual 
or interac  ve forms of communica  on: demonstra  ons, 
“ac  vi  es” involving the audience, images, and the use of 
comedy were all sug- gested. This type of communica  on 
was held up in contrast to lectures or strongly text-based 
modes, which were considered to be ineff ec  ve and to not 
engage their audience. Bal, for example, argues below that 
demonstra-  ons and visuals are “much more powerful” and 
will get a be  er response from their audience:

Bal: I think people- people generally respond to pictori-
al me- well things you draw as well as demonstra  ons I 
think visual cues are much more powerful.

We might sum up talk around the best content for science 
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communica  on, then, as it needing to be relevant, about 
the “big ideas” of science, and visually or interac  vely 
presented. This is already sugges  ve of purposes for science 
communica  on: presumably it is intended to be an eff ec  ve 
trans- fer of these kinds of informa  on. In addi  on to this, 
however, there is talk in the data that more explicitly ex-
plores what public communica  on is for. In fact, this is one 
area where there is an en  re spectrum of diff erent ideas 
present: stated mo  va  ons for communica  on range from 
the self-aware (personal benefi ts for the communicator) 
to the altruis  c (society needs to know). Three themes are 
especially predominant, however, and are consis- tently 
brought up by par  cipants. The fi rst is that the purpose of 
public communica  on is simply to “educate” people: This is 
the most frequent within this data and involves a constella-
 on of closely related ideas. The exact language used is di-

verse, ranging from ideas of “convincing people of their role” 
to simply wan  ng to “make them understand” or “increase 
their awareness.” All, however, share the basic concept of an 
educa  on process, with scien  fi c informa  on being given to 
a defi cient public (Gregory & Miller, 1998). This process is vi-
sualized as itself having further possible eff ects, for example 
crea  ng—as in Lola’s quote below—a more posi  ve outlook 
toward science:

Lola: Some  mes you have to talk more to other people 
because a lot of people are scared of science like about 
biotechnology, many people are scared and I think it’s 
more because they don’t know really the advantages of 
it. They always see the disadvantages of biotech-technol-
ogy but never the advantages really. So you have to do 
something, so people are not so scared anymore.

Here Lola explains the need to “talk . . . to other people” 
because of their fear of science. This talking involves, she 
implies, an explana  on of the “advantages” of technologies, 
such as biotechnology, that will lead to a straigh  orward ac-
ceptance of those advantages; she concludes by saying that 
a  er this process, the people involved will be “not so scared 
anymore.” This no  on—that educa  on will lead to a posi  ve 
a   tude to science—can be concisely expressed as “to know 
science is to love it” (Turney, 1998) and is ques  onable at 
best (Bucchi & Neresini, 2002); not only is it key within this 
“educa  on” framing, however, but it also underpins the two 
further common concep  ons of the purposes and eff ects of 
public communica  on found in the data.

These are that communica  ng science will both help recruit 
people into science as a profession and inspire and interest 
the public generally in science. Both of these come together 
in Henry’s comments below:

Henry: I’m not sure what would be the main one [pur-

pose]. I think there’s several things. One is to inspire 
people and just make them interested and one of the 
side eff ects of that is that poten  ally good people are 
then interested in going into the subject.

Henry is talking about what he thinks are the purposes of 
doing public science communica  on. These purposes are 
mul  ple—he acknowledges that there are “several things”—
and include inspiring or interes  ng people and, as a result 
of that, recrui  ng some of those people into science. This 
theme of recruitment is surprisingly dominant within the 
discussions, with some par  cipants seeing this as the main 
purpose of doing public communica  on:

Boris: I see it more pragma  c- pragma  c, I think com-
munica  ng is only to fi nd- to the general public is to fi nd 
recruitment.

In sum, then, we might say that the main purposes of public 
communica  on are understood as being to educate people 
and—through that—to inspire inter- est and to recruit indi-
viduals into science.

Before concluding this sec  on on scien  sts’ talk about the 
purposes and content of science communica  on, it seems 
important to note an overarch- ing framework that encom-
passes all of the ideas I have discussed. This is that in all of 
the talk I have described—whether it is about the need for 
rel- evance or recruitment as a desired eff ect—communi-
ca  on is constructed as a one-way transfer of informa  on. 
Public communica  on, in other words, is assumed to involve 
the transmission of science from the scien  sts to the public: 
There is no return fl ow of knowledge, but is rather about 
simply “telling people.” The model of communica  on used 
is thus similar in struc- ture to Shannon and Weaver’s 1949 
model (see Fiske, 1989; Gregory & Miller, 1998): we see 
communica  on imagined as involving a “packet” of scien  fi c 
informa  on of some kind, recep  on of this being unprob-
lema  c, and there being certain predictable eff ects in the 
recipient as a result. What we seem to have in the data is a 
silence around public voices: Any concept of two-way com-
munica  on is generally Othered (to use Law’s, 2004, phrase-
ology) and made invisible. The idea of publics having a voice 
within the communica  on process is ignored, and communi-
ca  on is therefore silently constructed as being about what 
science has to say. The extracts above have illustrated this: 
in them, the scien  fi c voice is the sole one con- sidered or 
discussed.

Communica  on as Diffi  cult 
or Dangerous

Despite this straigh  orward narra  ve of the communica  on 



20 LAMA REVIEW DECEMBER  2017

process, public communica  on is also strongly construct-
ed as diffi  cult or dangerous, and as a nega  ve experience 
for the scien  sts involved. Several aspects of this nega  ve 
depic  on come through in the quote from Luke, below:

Luke: That’s what’s very diffi  cult I think about very broad 
scien  fi c communica  on, is the level that you pitch it at 
between actually saying the reali  es and the details of 
it, and being very glib, or very wa- hand-waving to the 
point of where actually it’s not factually truthful, but 
it may be very whizz bang and glamorous, at one lev-
el, and it really is that level of fi nding the balance, that 
is so diffi  cult, and why it’s n- science communica  on is 
not normally done very well, or there’s a full spectrum 
of how well it’s done. I think that’s what so- puts people 
off - and certainly would put me off , speaking to a very 
broad audience is that you’re very much out there on 
a limb (laughs) and you don’t know or it takes a lot of 
experience and maybe ge   ng it wrong before you fi nd 
that right balance of interest and truth (laughs).

Much of Luke’s language is nega  ve—note the repe  -
 on of “diffi  cult,” and phrases such as “puts people off ” 

and “out on a limb.” Communica  on is rep- resented as 
a dangerous balance between “interest and truth”: What 
makes public communica  on so hard, Luke is saying, is that 
the expert involved treads a fi ne line between a “glib” and 
uninteres  ng focus on “reali  es and details,” which bores 
your audience, and being “whizz bang and glamorous” but 
not “factually truthful.” An enormous and almost impass-
able barrier is thus constructed between science and a 
“broad audience.” Luke is pain  ng a bleak picture of both 
the public for science communica  on—who cannot deal 
with the detailed “truths” of science but require superfi cial 
special eff ects to hold their a  en  on—and the commu-
nica  on process itself, which is conveyed to us as a hard, 
off -pu   ng, frightening, and error-laden experience.
This nega  vity toward communica  on is a key theme 
within the data, even when public communica  on is itself 
seen as a worthwhile thing to do. The process is strongly 
constructed as a diffi  cult one. It is seen as hard to be clear 
and understandable, and hard to be “interes  ng”; this, 
of course, links to the perceived need for relevance dis-
cussed above. Communica  on is diffi  cult because it is hard 
to interest the public in your research if it is not directly 
relevant or applicable to them. Fiona, in the extract below, 
dif- feren  ates between diff erent kinds of science in terms 
of how hard they are to communicate:

Fiona: So it’s easy when you’re doing conserva  on to 
talk to the public about conserva  on, cos it’s one of 
these topics that people like to hear about. It’s less easy 
to talk about matrix modeling.
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She argues that some things are easy to “talk to the pub-
lic” about (conser- va  on being her example); people “like 
to hear about” such things (which presumably have some 
special relevance or interest to them). On the other hand, it 
is harder to communicate more obscure forms of science in 
which people are not automa  cally interested.
 
In addi  on to public communica  on being described as dif-
fi cult, the discussion data also shows it being constructed as 
a risky or poten  ally dangerous process. Much of this has to 
do with the public audience: com- munica  on needs to be 
“careful,” it seems, because the public will readily misunder-
stand or misuse science. Thus in the extract below Luisa—
who comes from a group involved in biomedical research—
talks about the need for cau  on in what you communicate:

Luisa: I agree . . . you’ve got to be careful about what you 
tell them as well because some- if you tell them there’s 
research going on and you’re looking into various as-
pects, they want to know exactly how long that’s going 
to be then ’  ll you get a cure or some sort of treatment 
that’s gonna help them out and o  en that’s years and 
years away, so you’ve go  a be very careful about sort of 
how much informa  on and the way it’s put.

Cau  on is required because, it seems, public audiences may 
read too much into communica  ons and expect too much 
from science: they want to know exactly when the research 
will be able to “help them out.” Cau  on has to be exercised 
both over how any informa  on is expressed (“the way it’s 
put”) and how much informa  on is given. Complete trans-
parency is under- stood as dangerous and communica  on 
construed as needing to be poli  c. Similarly, concerns were 
expressed in some groups about an excess of public access 
to scien  fi c informa  on (leading to, e.g., pa  ents incorrectly 
self-diagnosing), or the availability of “incorrect” informa-
 on. In scien  sts’ talk, then, communica  on is a dangerous 

process not because of any inherent riskiness in talking 
about science  or  transferring  informa  on, but because it is 
communica  on to the public. The public’s lack of dis- cern-
ment and inability to handle science correctly is what makes 
commu- nica  on a dangerous process, and calls for scien-
 sts to above all be careful how and what they communi-

cate. This, of course, leads us back to the understanding that 
public communica  on is diffi  cult; pitching the informa-  on 
correctly and preven  ng a (willful?) public from misunder-
standing is seen as an uphill struggle:

Maryam: People do get bored about um sort of things- 
be- because they don’t understand, so you can’t really 
go into technical details so you really can’t discuss about 
anything in rela  on to what you’re doing. So it is real-
ly diffi  cult to promote- you know to even discuss what 
you’re doing with sort of the general public.

Public communica  on, then, is consistently  constructed  as  
a  diffi  cult and dangerous process for the scien  sts involved. 
In conjunc  on with the previous point that public commu-
nica  on is overwhelmingly viewed as a one-way transfer 
of scien  fi c informa  on, this might be viewed as rather 
a depressing fi nding for those involved in encouraging or 
analyzing science communica  on. A “dominant model” of 
populariza  on (Hilgartner, 1990) appears alive and well, 
and—despite fi ndings that scien  sts who engage  in com-
munica  on ac  vi  es tend to enjoy them (Pearson et al., 
1997)— par  cipants in this study generally see public com-
munica  on as, at best, a problema  c process.

This is not, however, the full story. One of this study’s key 
fi ndings is of the presence of a range of—at  mes confl ict-
ing—discourses of communica  on within the talk of groups 
and individuals. Although construc  ons of communica  on 
as one-way and nega  ve are dominant within the data, we 
also fi nd more complex models and understandings of the 
communica  on process. I turn now to discuss these in more 
detail.

Compe  ng Construc  ons: 
Communica  on as Posi  ve, 

Complex, and “Debate”
While dominant discourses around public communica  on in 
scien  sts’ talk seem to construct it as a nega  ve and one-
way process, then, there are also a range of compe  ng—if 
minority—discourses in the data that view it rather diff er-
ently. In par  cular I would like to examine three of these: 
communica  on as posi  ve (in contrast to construc  ons of it 
as diffi  cult and dangerous), communica  on as complex and 
context-dependent, and communica  on as “debate.”
First, then, public communica  on can be described as a pos-
i  ve process: It is important and useful, and—as opposed to 
being almost impossibly diffi  cult—it is possible. Contrast, for 
example, Ed’s comments below with the earlier quote from 
Luke on the diffi  cul  es of public communica  on:

Ed: I think it’s important to talk about any research, real-
ly, you know. I think everybody wants to sing their own 
trumpet about what they’re doing and why it’s import-
ant, but just to tell the public wha- what’s actually going 
off  out there, and you know ex- explain it if you can ex-
plain it to a layperson, then you can explain to anybody I 
think really (laughs) It is important.

Luke’s language gave us a sense of an ul  mately nega  ve 
process; here Ed is far more upbeat. He argues that public 
communica  on is important (he repeats the word three 
 mes), not just for especially “relevant” science but “any 
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research.” Not only is it important, but he understands it as 
a useful process for science. It gives researchers a chance 
to talk about their work and “why it’s important” (an op-
portunity to self-publicize, in fact); and the experience of 
explaining your work to laypeople gives you useful skills, 
ensur- ing that you’ll later be able to “explain to anybody” 
what you do. Although we might note that there con  nues 
to be an understanding of communica  on as “tell[ing] the 
public,” Ed’s reasons for this seem slightly more complex 
than those we have previously seen; he doesn’t men  on the 
defi ciencies of this public, but rather sees communica  on as 
informing them “what’s actually going off ” within science. 
Overall, then, we are given a sense of an important, useful, 
and perhaps even enjoyable experience. As Ed says, with 
rather mixed metaphors, “everybody wants to sing their 
own trumpet.”

Ed’s comments on wan  ng to inform the public of what’s 
happening in science—sugges  ve of a responsibility to com-
municate—lead on to my second point, that communica  on 
may actually be understood in rather more complex ways 
than simply being for educa  on and through a simple trans-
fer of informa  on. We also fi nd models of communica  on as 
a highly context-dependent process and as being a respon-
sibility that aims for public accountability. The purposes for 
communica  on may, in fact, be described not just as en-
abling accountability to the public (who pay for science), but 
also as jus  fying research being done or as empowering the 
public. Bal, for example, in the quote below, states a need 
for scien  sts to jus  fy their work:

Bal: Well I think scien  sts have to jus  fy to some extent 
whether they should do research they’re doing.

Similarly, Unwin sees one purpose for science communica-
 on as being empowerment for par  cipa  on in democra  c 

processes. Interes  ngly, he notes that this involvement is 
important because “poli  cal and ethical decisions” are not 
just for the scien  sts to make; he implies, in fact, that once 
“empowered,” the public may actually be able to speak back 
to science:

Unwin: Making people feel more at ease at it, making 
people feel that they can- that they’re empowered to 
make decisions about it . . . you know that’s another use-
ful role for science communica  on, to help people be 
empowered to make the deci- the poli  cal and ethical 
decisions that are not just ours to make.

In addi  on to such construc  ons of science communica  on’s 
purpose, we also fi nd ideas of public communica  on as not 
being a straigh  orward homoge- nous process of informa-
 on transfer, but rather as variable depending on con- text. 

This comes through par  cularly within discussion on the 
best way of doing public communica  on: take, for example, 
this exchange from one of the groups:

Ethan: Yeah it depends why you’re trying to communi-
cate something right if you’re just communica  ng it-
Kayla: And who to as well, I mean is it just the general 
public- Ethan: Mmmm.

Kayla: -or is there like a specifi c- I mean if it was children 
or something like that-

Here Ethan and Kayla are emphasizing that there is no one 
“right” way of doing science communica  on: What you will 
do depends both on your exact purpose (“why you’re trying 
to communicate something”) and your audience (“who 
to”). Similarly, we have already seen another par  cipant— 
Henry—acknowledge that there are mul  ple purposes for 
communica  on. Public communica  on, in this type of talk, 
becomes a complex and situated process that varies be-
tween locali  es, rather than a “one size fi ts all” mech- anism 
applied indiscriminately.

Finally—and leading on from Unwin’s comments above—
we also fi nd ideas of communica  on as debate in the data; 
science communica  on, in other words, is not solely con-
structed as a one-way process but may, in these minority 
discourses, be imagined as a two-way dialogue. These ideas 
surfaced within one group in par  cular, who engaged in 
a long discussion of the prac  cali  es of a debate around 
certain topics. Tanya, within this dis- cussion, expresses the 
“interest” of this kind of debate as giving the scien-  sts a 
sense of what the public think:

Tanya: But it would be interes  ng to have a proper de-
bate though wouldn’t it with the general public to talk 
about these sorts of issues and whether they think an-
imal tes  ng is something- or animal experimenta  on is 
something that they- they do approve of in certain cir-
cumstances or not.

In addi  on to being useful to scien  sts in helping them to 
understand public opinion, the talk around this issue also 
described the debate process as hav- ing some kind of im-
pact on science: Public par  cipants in such a debate might 
“come up with a view” that is useful to science or discuss 
the topic un  l they reach a “middle ground” for ac  on. Such 
depic  ons of science  communica  on are signifi cant in that 
they have a far greater fi t with current policy opinion on 
the role of science communica  on (Council for Science and 
Technology, 2007; House of Lords, 2000; The Royal Society 
and Royal Academy of Engineering, 2004) than the one-way 
transfer of scien  fi c informa  on described previously. It 
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is important to note, however, that within this data, even 
these discourses of debate are ul  mately limited and con-
strained according to scien  fi c perspec  ves. The discussion 
in which Tanya was involved, for example, also included the 
following exchange:

Tilly: So is- would this be kind of an exercise to bring ev-
erybody round to- our point of view? (laughter)
(2 second pause)

 Neil: Yes (laughter)

The group thus self-consciously refl ected on what they 
would hope to get out of such a debate; although they paid 
lip service to the idea of having the “whole gamut” of views 
present, in prac  ce they would hope that those pre- sent 
would be persuaded to their own points of view. Similarly, 
their dis- cussion of who to engage in such a debate acted to 
limit the debate itself. They were keen, for example, to focus 
on “nonextremists.”

In sum, then, this sec  on has examined a range of more 
complex minority discourses around public communica  on 
within the discussion groups. Whereas dominant discourses 
constructed communica  on as a one-way process that was 
both diffi  cult and risky, these kinds of talk depicted public 
communica  on in more posi  ve terms and in more complex 
ways, includ- ing as context-dependent and as two-way. I 
move on now to draw together my discussion, and to refl ect 
on some implica  ons of the fi ndings.

Discussion
This ar  cle has a  empted to add to exis  ng work on sci-
en  fi c construc  ons of publics (Burchell, 2007; Cook et al., 
2004; Michael & Brown, 2000; S  lgoe, 2007) by adding a 
focus on public communica  on in scien-  sts’ talk. I have 
sketched out some of the key discourses around science 
communica  on to the public found within discussion groups 
held with scien  sts and engineers: we might understand the 
themes that I have iden  fi ed as the “social voices” of com-
munica  on found within scien  fi c cultures.

A key point has been that there are a range of diff erent 
discourses around public communica  on: we have iden  fi ed 
several important narra  ves that occur frequently within 
talk. Examining such discourses around the purpose and 
content of public communica  on—fi nding themes such as 
the need for relevance and that “to know science is to love 
it”—I argued that these are overarched by a framework 
of one-way transfer of informa  on. Taken along with the 
assump  on that this transfer of informa  on will unproblem-
a  cally “educate” the audience, it seems that the model of 
communica  on being used is one that is simplis  c at best 

(Bucchi, 1996; Hilgartner, 1990; Locke, 2002; Wynne, 1991). 
Similarly, we saw that public communica  on was gener-
ally framed in very nega  ve ways: it is seen as a diffi  cult, 
perhaps impossible, task, as well as a dangerous one that 
requires extreme cau  on to prevent audiences from mis-
understanding or misusing scien  fi c informa  on. Finally, 
however, I examined a range of minority discourses that 
presented public communica  on in rather diff erent ways. 
We  saw talk that constructed communica  on as   a posi  ve 
experience, as highly context-dependent, and—perhaps 
most signifi cantly—as a two-way (though somewhat limited) 
debate.

Importantly, these types of talk are intermingled. Discourses 
of one-way and more complex communica  on appear in 
the language of groups and individuals—at  mes within the 
same turn or sequence of speech. Such “inconsistency” is to 
be expected; all talk is context dependent and con  n- gent 
(Cameron, 2001; see also Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984, for a sci-
ence-specifi c example). This suggests that a variety of “social 
voices” of public communica  on are in fact accessible within 
scien  fi c cultures. Although the dominant models of one-
way communica  on appear to be more readily available and 
frequently used, speakers may at  mes draw on minority 
discourses to describe public communica  on processes.3 
The data does suggest, however, some pa  erns in terms of 
the frequency that the diff erent types of discourse are used.

 Although both overarching forms of discourse— dominant 
and minority—were present in all of the groups studied, 
minority discourses appeared more frequently in those 
groups with greater experience of public communica  on 
and of working with publics. Thus, for example, a group with 
close connec  ons to pa  ent groups and medical chari  es 
appeared to draw on more complex construc  ons of com-
munica-  on more frequently than a group doing similar 
research but with no such connec  ons. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, then, it seems that when scien  sts have closer contact 
with lay publics, their language use starts to shi   to refl ect 
more nuanced versions of these publics and communica  on 
to them (see Davies, 2007).

I would like to briefl y refl ect on two implica  ons from my 
fi ndings. The fi rst is that—as readers will have observed—
talk about public communica  on, while revealing much 
about the models of the communica  on process being used, 
simultaneously co-constructs the publics being communi-
cated to. Although models of “the public” are not the focus 
of this paper,4 it is important to note  this  co-construc  on:  
discourses  of  communica  on  do not exist in isola  on but 
are part of a “web” of social voices which  also imagine, for 
example, publics and science (cf. Maranta, Guggenheim,
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Gisler, & Pohl, 2003). This is not en  rely unexpected, par  c-
ularly if we consider the literature on the “defi cit model” of 
the public. Although early accounts focused on the concept 
as a way of describing the public as “cog- ni  ve defi cit” and 
ignorant (Wynne, 1991; Ziman, 1991), it rapidly became 
 ed to a fuller story of both the public and communica  on 

(Gregory & Miller, 1998; Miller, 2001; Sturgis & Allum, 2004). 
Miller (2001, p. 116), for example, talked of the model in the 
following terms:

Increasingly, the fi nger of guilt pointed toward what had 
become known as the “defi cit model,” which assumed 
“public defi ciency, but scien  fi c suffi  - ciency.” This model 
adopted a one-way, top-down communica  on process, 
in which scien  sts—with all the required informa  on—
fi lled the knowledge vacuum in the scien  fi cally illiterate 
general public as they saw fi t.

In descrip  ons such as these, a model of the public—as 
ignorant—leads on to a model of communica  on (as fi ll-
ing a “knowledge vacuum”). It is there- fore not surprising 
that within this data the two concepts are also  ghtly  ed 
together.

Although a full examina  on of the models of the public in 
use within this data is beyond the scope of this ar  cle, it 
seems important, then, to acknowledge that models of com-
munica  on do imply par  cular character- is  cs of publics. 
What do the descrip  ons of public communica  on that I 
have iden  fi ed suggest about the public? I noted dominant 
discourses of communica  on as one-way, as “educa  on,” 
and as diffi  cult and dangerous: such discourses fi t in with 
descrip  ons of “defi cit model” communica  on (as in Miller, 
2001, above) and imply a public which is indeed defi cient 
and requiring educa  on. In addi  on, descrip  ons of commu-
nica  on as diffi  cult and dangerous add an extra layer to this 
cogni  ve defi cit model, giving us a sense of a public that is 
not only ignorant but also unfi t to handle science: Cau  on is 
required in public communica  on because publics are undis- 
cerning, readily misunderstand, and, perhaps, willful in their 
dealings with scien  fi c informa  on.

The more complex discourses of communica  on that we 
examined, however, similarly have more complex models 
of publics implied within them. The descrip  on of com-
munica  on as a context-dependent process, for example, 
acknowledges that science communica  on deals not with 
“the public” but with par  cular publics within local contexts. 
Ideas of public communica  on as debate, even more signifi -
cantly, suggest that public groups may have knowledge of 
their own which could be useful to scien-  sts. The public in 
this case, in other words, is not a knowledge vacuum but an 
ac  ve and opinionated body. However, it is worth returning 

here to the point that these discourses of debate ul  mate-
ly seemed, within the data, to be constrained and limited. 
These discourses do imply more complex models of the 
public than, say, the defi cit model, but they remain bounded 
by a framework of the ul  mate primacy of scien  fi c knowl-
edge. It appears that all the discourses of communica  on 
I have iden  fi ed con  nue to func-  on to—in Hilgartner’s 
(1990) terms—shore up scien  fi c authority, natu- ralizing a 
view of science as the “epistemic gold standard” (p. 520).

As a second point for refl ec  on, I would like to return to the 
content of my preamble at the start of this ar  cle. In this I 
argued that understanding the understandings of scien  sts 
about public communica  on, as well as the public, is essen-
 al given the role individual scien  sts take in science com- 

munica  on in all its forms (whether these are “dialogue” 
events, outreach to schools, open days, or any other of the 
myriad formats that exist). Having surveyed the ways in 
which public communica  on is constructed within scien  sts’ 
talk, what signifi cance might my fi ndings have with regard to 
scien  sts’ roles in such communica  on ac  vi  es?

A brief word of warning is necessary here: I have examined 
themes within talk about communica  on, not how those 
communica  on ac  vi  es will actually be carried out. It 
would be naïve to assume a direct rela  on between what 
my par  cipants say and what they will actually do (see 
Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984; Mulkay, 1981; Silverman, 2001). 
Rather, this research has iden  fi ed some of the frameworks 
that scien  sts appear to use when talking about public 
communica  on. Many of these are expressed implicitly, as 
assump  ons within talk (such as the dominant discourse 
of one-way communica  on). We might therefore suggest 
that they could be more powerful in shaping behavior than 
more explicit and self-conscious claims. This work leads us to 
an  cipate certain behaviors or ac  ons, then; to what extent 
these actually occur remains a ques  on for future research.

Having noted the provisionality of any sugges  ons I make, 
then, what impacts might the discourses I have iden  fi ed 
have on science communica  on prac  ce? A key fi nding was 
the dominance of rather tradi  onal dis- courses: of com-
munica  on as one-way, as “educa  on,” and as struggling to 
engage an unrecep  ve public. As discussed, in many ways 
such discourses link to defi cit models of publics. Given the 
dominance of these kinds of dis- courses in the data, we 
might an  cipate that these models and understandings of 
public communica  on and the public will play a key role in 
shaping any public communica  on ac  vi  es in which scien-
 sts engage. It seems likely, from this data, that much of the 
 me scien  sts and engineers will simply assume that any 

public communica  on in which they are involved is to be 
one-way and for the purpose of educa  ng an ignorant pub-
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lic. Communica  on ac  vi  es organized, framed, and run by 
those within science seem likely to draw on these discourses 
and understandings, and— more to the point—work would 
need to be done in exploring and changing such assump-
 ons by those (inside and out of the scien  fi c community) 

interested in u  lizing more complex models of communica-
 on.5 On a very prac  cal level, then, we should not expect 

dialogue (House of Lords, 2000) to spring up automa  cally: 
Eff ort needs to be expended within scien  fi c cultures to 
reframe key discourses of communica  on as two-way rather 
than one-way. Those interested in promo  ng dialogue, 
both as a policy tool (Parliamentary Offi  ce of Science and 
Technology, 2006; Wilsdon & Willis, 2004) and an informal 
communica  on ac  vity (Davies, McCallie, Simonsson, Lehr, 
& Duensing, in press; Lehr et al., 2007; Reich, Chin, & Kunz, 
2006) will need to ensure that all par  cipants are coming to 
the process with a full understanding of the kind of commu-
nica  on involved.

This assessment could be construed as rather dispiri  ng for 
those involved in science communica  on; a  er 8 years of 
talk about “dialogue,” “public engagement,” and “science 
and society” (see, for instance, Council for Science and 
Technology, 2005; RCUK 2002), most talk by scien  sts about 
communica  on constructs it in a way more suited to the 
“tradi  onal PUS” movement (Michael, 2002). However, a 
further key fi nding of this study is that there is diversity in 
the discourses of communica  on drawn upon. I have argued 
that there are more complex models of communica  on 
(such as debate or as context-dependent) present within 
scien  fi c culture. these are currently minority discourses, 
but that they are present at all is encouraging. There is, it 
seems, compe   on to the “one-way educa  on to a defi cit 
public” model present within science. The task—again, for 
those with interests in promo  ng science-society dialogue—
is to encourage and increase the accessibility of these more 
complex discourses of communica-  on.6 If this occurs, then 
it seems possible that scien  sts and engineers could go into 
public communica  on ac  vi  es assuming not one-way com- 
munica  on and the sole primacy of scien  fi c knowledge, but 
rather expect- ing a context-dependent, mul  way debate 
that seeks to acknowledge all knowledge forms.

Notes
1.  A small body of older, more biographical work does exist: 
examples are Goodell (1977) and, to some extent, Werskey 
(1978). A further excep  on is a 2000 report by MORI, fund-
ed by the Wellcome Trust. This survey-based work iden  fi ed 
a broad sense of responsibility for communica  ng scien  fi c 
research, concep  ons of a wide audience, and reports of 
 me pres- sures limi  ng involvement in public communi-

ca  on. Pearson et al. (1997) iden  fi ed posi  ve a   tudes 
toward communica  on processes a  er taking part in such 

processes. Overall, li  le work has specifi cally focused on the 
talk of scien  sts.
2.  Specifi cally, research groups from biology, chemistry, 
physics, chemical engineering, environmental science, and 
medical science departments were interviewed.

3.  Given that language rela  ng to both straigh  orward and 
more nuanced views of public communica  on is found with-
in the talk of par  cular individuals and groups, it is impos-
sible to iden  fy propor  ons of either of these subscribing 
to one view or the other. Overall, I can express the rela  ve 
occurrence of these types of talk only qualita  vely, in the 
language I have used to describe them: dominant models 
of public communica  on are indeed dominant within the 
discussions, whereas those discourses I have described as 
“minority” are present but very much in the minority.

4.  See Davies (2008) for a full discussion.

5.  That such more complex forms of public communica  on 
are generally more eff ec  ve and produc  ve I take as read. 
Although “dialogic” communica  on itself remains in many 
cases problema  c (see Kerr, Cunningham-Burley, & Tu  on, 
2007, for example), plen  ful research has indi- cated that 
one-way, “defi cit model” communica  on is simply inac-
curate in its expecta  ons of how lay publics interact with 
science (Layton et al., 1993; Wynne, 1991; Ziman, 1991) and 
that, at the very least, more context-aware approaches are 
necessary (Gregory & Miller, 1998).

6.  The start of the discussion implies one way of doing this: 
for scien  sts to have more con- tact with their publics. Such 
contact seems to increase the use of more complex—and 
realis  c— models of communica  on and of the publics 
themselves.
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Why should we promote public 
engagement with science?
Jack Stilgoe, Simon J. Lock University College London, UK 
James Wilsdon University of Sussex, UK

Abstract
This introductory essay looks back on the 
two decades since the journal Public Under-
standing of Science was launched. Drawing 
on the invited commentaries in this special 
issue, we can see narra  ves of con  nuity and 
change around the prac  ce and poli  cs of 
public engagement with science. Public en-
gagement would seem to be a necessary but 
insuffi  cient part of opening up science and 
its governance. Those of us who have been 
involved in advoca  ng, conduc  ng and eval-
ua  ng public engagement prac  ce could be 
accused of over- promising. If we, as social 
scien  sts, are going to con  nue a norma  ve 
commitment to the idea of public engage-
ment, we should therefore develop new lines 
of argument and analysis. Our support for the 
idea   of public engagement needs qualifying, 
as part of a broader, more ambi  ous interest 
in the idea of publicly engaged science.

1. Introduc  on
In an infl uen  al 1987 ar  cle, 
Thomas and Durant asked a ques-
 on that remains per  nent today: 

why should we promote the public 
understanding of science? (Thom-
as and Durant, 1987). Five years 
later, the journal Public Under-
standing of Science (PUS) was 
launched as a forum for debat- ing 
this ques  on as it grew in policy 
and prac  cal signifi cance. This 
journal has steadily described and 
mapped the gradual and incom-
plete shi   from ‘understanding’ to 
‘engagement’, and the fl ow- ering 
of policies, ini  a  ves and prac  cal 
experiments that has accompa-
nied this.

The journal’s launch twenty years 
ago was mo  vated primarily by 
ends-based debates about the 
governance and poli  cal legi  ma-
cy of science and technology. But 
such ends-based discussions have 
since been o  en overshadowed by 
a focus on the means and process-
es of public engagement. The how 
trumps the why, and there is in-
suffi  cient systema  c refl ec  on on 
what all this ac  vity has achieved. 
We share a norma  ve commit-
ment to the idea of democra  c 
science policy, and have argued 
that public engagement can be a 
part of this.

Our mo  va  on in convening this 
special issue of Public Understand-
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ing of Science was to refl ect on what has changed over two 
decades, what remains the same and what dimensions of 
public engagement in science and technology remain ne-
glected or under-examined. As in the fi rst issue of the jour-
nal, we have commissioned a set of short perspec  ves from 
leading scholars and prac   oners, drawn from a range of 
theore  cal, disciplinary and geographical contexts. We asked 
each of them to refl ect on their involvement in research and 
prac  ce in this fi eld and, most cru- cially, to look forward 
and ask where we are going. Why should we con  nue to 
argue for public engagement with science?

In this introduc  on, we refl ect on the essays wri  en for this 
special issue, alongside other recent insights from the liter-
ature. Our conclusion is that support for the idea of public 
engagement needs qualifying, as part of a broader, more 
ambi  ous interest in the idea of publicly engaged science.

2. Con  nuity and change
Each of the contributors to this special issue points to 
dynamics of change and con  nuity. The move from ‘defi cit 
to dialogue’ is now recognised and repeated by scien  sts, 
funders and policy- makers. Social scien  sts and engage-
ment prac   oners have also announced this move, for rea-
sons that are some  mes analy  cal and some  mes rhetor-
ical. But for all of the changing currents on the surface, the 
deeper  dal rhythms of science and its governance remain 
resistant. Several of the essays here follow earlier cri  cisms 
of the way in which dialogue con  nues to refl ect defi cit-like 
assump  ons (Grove-White, 2001; Rayner, 2004; Wynne, 
2005).

The most visible manifesta  on of the move from defi cit 
to dialogue has been the prolifera  on of various dialogue 
processes. Understandably, for those interested in public 
engagement with sci- ence, these ‘mini-publics’ (Goodin and 
Dryzek, 2006) have been put under the spotlight as interest- 
ing experiments or perhaps performances in governance 
(S  lgoe, 2012, a  er Collins, 1988). There is a growing recog-
ni  on, represented in the essays in this issue, that too much 
analysis has focused on the wrong level of experimenta  on. 
We need to take a step back and view engagement in its 
wider poli  cal context.

Several of the contributors to this collec  on (Michael 
Burgess, Dave Guston, Richard Jones) describe par  cular ex-
amples of public dialogue on issues that are in some way sci-
en  fi c. In the decade or more since public dialogue became 
a normal part of the science governance landscape, we 
have become used to seeing descrip  ons of such exercises, 
alongside evalua  ons and cri  ques. Patrick Sturgis expands 
on some of these in his essay here. Cri  ques tend to focus 

on the engage- ment exercises themselves, and the ques-
 ons about legi  macy that they ask relate to inputs – what 

goes into engagement. In the way engagement is currently 
prac  sed, Lövbrand et al. (2011: 483) suggest that there is a 
“fundamental problem of scale”; processes seem legi  mate 
only for the people who are involved in them. For those 
interested in broader ques  ons of science and democ- racy, 
this would seem to be a fundamental problem, unless we 
take a wider view of the governance experiment of which 
engagement is a part.

Irwin et al.’s (2013) analysis of discussions that take place 
around public dialogue suggests that we should learn the 
common moves prac  sed by proponents and opponents of 
dialogue so that we become familiar with them and engage 
in the ‘higher order game’ (Irwin et al., 2013: 131), of which 
individual dialogue exercises form only a part. So once we 
understand that par  cular engagements will inevitably be 
met with ques  ons of representa  veness, ar  cula  on, 
impacts and outcomes, we can look at what else is going on, 
how the tone of voice and ‘body language’(Wynne, 1996; 
Grove-White et al., 2000) are changing. Taking this argument 
into evalua  on prac  ce, there- fore, we can see the limits 
of evalua  ng individual exercises in their own terms. We 
share the concerns of O’Doherty and Einsiedel (2012), also 
expressed by Alan Irwin in his essay here, that the literature 
risks becoming a litany of engagement case studies and 
evalua  ons.

As public money and legi  macy is invested in dialogue 
processes, it is right to ask about their quality. But the proce-
dural demands of engagement funders are not the only, nor 
the most impor- tant, considera  ons. Just as more scien  fi c 
evidence does not win poli  cal ba  les on issues such as 
climate change (Sarewitz, 2004), so the quest should not be 
for internal perfec  on in engage- ment processes. We can 
instead point to the value of cri  cal, evalua  ve research that 
looks not at par  cular dialogues, but at the broader project 
of dialogic governance (see, for example, Macnaghten and 
Chilvers, 2013). Such research has challenging and important 
implica  ons, because it includes the ins  tu  ons that sup-
port public engagement as part of the experimental appara-
tus.

The legi  macy of public engagement does not just depend 
on its inputs, but also on its outputs (van Oudheusden, 
2011, a  er Scharpf, 1999), in par  cular its impact on gover-
nance. The suspicion is that such exercises do not suffi  cient-
ly challenge, and so serve to reinforce, incumbent power 
structures. Public engagement can be seen by ins  tu  ons 
as an opportunity not to rethink their policies and prac  ces, 
but to gain trust for a predetermined approach (Wynne, 
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2006; Thorpe and Gregory, 2010). When ins  tu  ons ini  ate 
dialogue, what might be envisaged as a poten  al ‘tech- 
nology of humility’ (Jasanoff , 2003), capable of promp  ng 
ins  tu  ons to ques  on their govern- ance, can become 
a ‘technology of elicita  on’ (Lezaun and Soneryd, 2007), 
extrac  ng public opinion in convenient ways. Rather than 
opening up decision-making, public dialogue might be im-
plicated in its closure, by preven  ng alterna  ve views from 
surfacing (S  rling, 2008; Chilvers, 2010; Sturgis, this issue). 
Too o  en, the emphasis is on ‘consensus’, which disguises 
the diversity of views that are likely to defi ne a par  cular 
issue (Mohr, 2008).

The more public engagement is prac  sed, the clearer 
becomes the tangle of ins  tu  onal mo  va-  ons behind it. 
Helga Nowotny, in her essay, makes a strong argument that, 
despite the “tacit under- standing … that public engagement 
with science had to do with linking science to poli  cs”, there 
has been a collec  ve failure to take poli  cs seriously. Simi-
larly, as Richard Jones argues in his essay, public engagement 
has become proceduralised and we have at  mes lost sight 
of the problems to which it is off ered as a solu  on. Both 
Burgess and Guston off er an op  mis  c account of public 
engagement, sugges  ng that, if decision-makers are them-
selves enrolled in dialogue, and if connec-  ons are made to 
poli  cs, these processes can not only succeed in their own 
terms, but generate further conversa  ons and capaci  es 
that move us some way towards what Guston describes as 
“a revival of how we conceive of science in our poli  cs”. This 
means also paying a  en  on to the poli  - cal economy and 
‘de facto governance’ of science (Kearnes and Rip, 2009; 
Lave et al., 2010). Public engagement may be a necessary 
but insuffi  cient part of inves  ga  ng these dynamics.

The ins  tu  onalisa  on of public engagement invites an 
important new set of considera  ons. We cannot con  nue 
to pretend that ‘talk is cheap’. Meaningful dialogic public 
engagement is both costly and poli  cally risky (Kleinman et 
al., 2011). Expecta  ons, which, as we describe above, can 
be confused, are nevertheless increasing. As public dialogue 
has become ins  tu  onalised, cri  cal academics are joined 
by prac   oners and policymakers who may be more inter-
ested in effi  ciency than refl exivity, and expecta  ons change. 
In her essay here, Maja Horst points to one ins  tu  onal 
case of what appears to be engagement fa  gue. The Danish 
Board of Technology, “more celebrated interna  onally than 
it is at home”, according to Horst, now faces harsh scru  ny. 
The science and technology studies (STS) insight that “dis-
tance lends enchantment” (Collins, 1985) in science would 
seem to apply equally to public engagement.
 
In the post-fi nancial crisis period of austerity that Nowotny 

describes, we will hear the ques  on ‘is public engagement 
worth it?’ increasingly o  en. This is almost impossible to 
answer, especially as the most important benefi ts of engage-
ment may be those that are challenging and inconvenient 
for the ins  tu  ons that fund it. Cri  cal scholars of engage-
ment have pointed out that engagement exercises do not 
seem to be delivering on their promises (see, for example, 
Scheufele, 2011). But even if such cri  cisms are correct, pro-
duc  ve engagement exercises typically open up areas of dis- 
sensus, and can generate further ques  ons about trust. The 
‘social intelligence’ generated may be challenging or irrel-
evant to the par  cular ins  tu  ons invested in the exercise, 
but nevertheless important (S  lgoe, 2007). By ‘overfl owing’ 
(Callon et al., 2009) the remits set for them, public engage-
ment exercises can have all sorts of other benefi ts (a point 
developed by Burgess in his essay). There would seem to be 
an urgent need to develop criteria for mapping and evalu-
a  ng these spillovers. Making sense of the unintended (at 
least for the people who pay for it) consequences of engage-
ment represents an important task for social scien  sts.

3. Imagining the public
As Sturgis describes in his essay, our models of engagement 
o  en appear to be based on half-baked ideas of delibera  ve 
democracy and the public. Sturgis suggests that “we know 
rather li  le about whether the public are as keen on par  c-
ipatory dialogue as those who advocate it as key to demo- 
cra  c governance”. We need to know more about fatalism 
with respect to science governance and disenchantment 
about engagement, and ques  on the constructed publics 
that are being invoked in the discourse and prac  ce of en-
gagement.

A clear achievement of more than two decades of research 
into public engagement has been to shi   a  en  on to the 
ways in which ‘the Public’ has been constructed in public en-
gagement. A public imagined as ignorant and hos  le was the 
impetus for many of the science communica  on ac  vi  es 
in the 1980s and 1990s, and though this transformed into 
more sophis  cated ideas of engagement with mul  ple ‘pub-
lics’ for science and technology, such publics were o  en s  ll 
imag- ined as ‘concerned’, ‘an  -scien  fi c’ or ‘obstruc  ons’ to 
innova  on (House of Lords, 2000; Owens, 2000). As Barne   
et al. (2012: 47) have recently argued, “the construc  on and 
expert control of public concern invites interac  ons framed 
in terms of expert reassurance rather than mutual exchange 
and engagement”. There is a sense among ins  tu  ons that 
have experimented with engagement that exercises are 
hampered by publics that are far from ‘ideal’ ci  zens (Lezaun 
and Soneryd, 2007). Stage-managed spaces of engagement 
preclude the poten  al for ‘uninvited publics’ to engage with 
science and technology and widen the interac  on and scope 
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for refl exivity (Wynne, 2011). When such engagements take 
place, outside the penumbra of organised dialogue, we are 
quickly reminded, as Sheila Jasanoff  reminds us in this issue 
with her account of “Science: it’s a girl thing”, of the ins  -
tu  onal propensity for “hi   ng the notes, but missing the 
music” (Wynne, 2006).

4. Where next?
Emerging agendas of responsible innova  on
A consequence of the dynamics described in this special 
issue is that public engagement has become a means in 
search of an end. Confusion or deliberate obfusca  on of 
broader poli  cal dis- cussion in an a  empt to make public 
engagement procedurally comfortable has meant that the 
defi - cit models we thought were dead are con  nually rein-
vented (Rayner, 2004; Bauer et al., 2007). The much-touted 
move from defi cit to democracy has perhaps been ham-
pered by a con  nued focus on
 
The Public. It has been rela  vely easy to make the fi rst part 
of the argument that monologues should become conver-
sa  ons. It has been harder to convince the ins  tu  ons of 
science that the public are not the problem. The rapid move 
from doing communica  on to doing dialogue has obscured 
an unfi nished conversa  on about the broader meaning of 
this ac  vity. It is not simply a ma  er of science providing a 
microphone as well as a megaphone. The need for ins  tu-
 onal refl exivity (Wynne, 1993) fundamentally challenges 

who should be doing engagement and why.

A new term recently put forward in an a  empt to move 
beyond this pathologising of the public comes with the 
enthusiasm for ‘responsible innova  on’ (or ‘responsible 
research and innova  on’) (von Schomberg, 2011; S  lgoe et 
al., 2013). This builds on ideas of an  cipatory governance, 
Real- Time Technology Assessment, Construc  ve Technology 
Assessment, value-sensi  ve design and open innova  on that 
all incorporate ideas of public and user engagement (see, 
variously, Rip et al., 1995; Friedman, 1996; Guston and Sare-
witz, 2002; Chesbrough, 2003; Barben et al., 2008). At the 
European Commission, areas of work that would previously 
have been called ‘science in society’ are now talked about as 
‘responsible research and innova  on’. The term has super-
fi cial poli  cal (and indeed corporate) appeal, which means 
it runs all the same risks of instrumentalism that ‘pub- lic 
engagement’ has suff ered from (Owen et al., 2012).

Diverse civic epistemologies
As Jasanoff  argues in this issue, it is now  me to re-open 
our ideas about publics and science. Publics, she states, “are 
not all alike but are guided by culturally condi  oned ‘civic 
epistemolo- gies’”. We should think of ‘The Public’ less as a 
pre-exis  ng en  ty and more as a space within which publics 

selec  vely form around technoscien  fi c objects and mat-
ters of concern. It is these issue-oriented publics, Jasanoff  
contends, who enter the poli  cal arena to par  cipate in 
construct- ing scien  fi c and technological futures. Crucial-
ly, as Wynne also argues here, it is the public mean- ings 
a  ached to science and innova  on that should be allowed 
more space and infl uence in the poli  cal economy of science 
rather than their being discounted in the face of scien  fi cal-
ly-defi ned problems and risks.
As Helga Nowotny describes, publics can be global consum-
ers of scien  fi c knowledge yet ci  - zens within very local 
and specifi c poli  cal structures. Public engagement rightly 
refl ects this cultural diversity. In their essay, Hepeng Jia and 
Li Liu describe “[t]he hard road from science popularisa  on 
to public engagement” in China, which, despite very diff er-
ent poli  cal ins  tu  ons and democra  c norms from those 
in Europe and the US, has seen a wave of “pilot projects of 
pub- lic par  cipa  on in science, including the country’s fi rst 
pilot consensus conference”. As global concentra  ons and 
pa  erns of scien  fi c ac  vity change, and emerging econo-
mies such as China play a more signifi cant role in networks 
of research and innova  on, we can expect dis  nc  ve models 
and approaches to engagement to emerge (Leadbeater and 
Wilsdon, 2007; Royal Society, 2011). An  cipa  ng and analys-
ing the contours of ‘public engagement with Chinese char-
acteris-  cs’, and its equivalents in India, Brazil, South Africa, 
Egypt or Indonesia, is likely to be one of the most dynamic 
and exci  ng research agendas for public engagement with 
science over the next twenty years.

Inconvenient, marginal and emergent domains
Mul  disciplinary work on the Ethical, Legal and Social Issues 
(or Implica  ons) (ELSI) associated with emerging science and 
technology has prompted cri  cism from some that social 
science has been enrolled in poten  ally damaging ways. 
The fi rst line of this ‘ELSIfi ca  on’ cri  que (Williams, 2006; 
Rabinow and Benne  , 2009; Lopez and Lunau, 2012) is that 
eager social scien  sts, philosophers and lawyers can lose 
their cri  cal edge as they become too cosy with scien  sts. 
As Langdon Winner argued when giving evidence to the US 
Congress,

‘I would not advise you to pass a Nanoethicist Full Employ-
ment Act, sponsoring the crea  on of a new profession. 
Although the new academic research in this area would 
be of some value, there is also a tendency for those who 
conduct research about the ethical dimensions of emerging 
technology to gravitate toward the more comfortable, even 
trivial ques  ons involved, avoiding issues that might become 
a focus of confl ict’. (Winner, 2003, quoted in Fortun, 2005: 
159)
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The second cri  que of ELSIfi ca  on is that it contributes 
to the reifi ca  on of par  cular areas of science as import-
ant and transforma  ve. Alfred Nordmann (2007) cau  ons 
against ‘specula  ve eth- ics’. The fi nal, more prac  cal 
problem is that social scien  sts, by taking too literally the 
STS maxim of ‘following scien  sts around’ (Shapin, 1988), 
risk defi ning themselves in scien  fi c terms and allow their 
studies and engagement to be skewed accordingly. Narra-
 ves of hope and fear from scien  sts and policymakers have 

led to substan  al social research and public engagement 
around genomics and the life sciences, while domains such 
as fi nancial innova  on and ICTs (informa  on and com- mu-
nica  on technologies), whose sociotechnical dynamics are 
more balanced towards the socio, are less intensely scru-
 nised. If public engagement is to have poli  cal purchase, it 

must happen in places and on issues that are inconvenient, 
emergent or marginal, as well as those in which scien  f-
ic com- muni  es are well-defi ned and recep  ve. As Irwin 
argues in this issue there can be “a tendency to dump all the 
diffi  cult socio-ins  tu  onal challenges into the ‘social science’ 
basket – thus libera  ng scien  fi c ins  tu  ons from their own 
obliga  on to take such ma  ers seriously.” It also remains 
the case that, while most innova  on happens in the private 
sector, public engagement is overwhelmingly focused on 
universi  es and other public sector bodies (Wilsdon and 
Willis, 2004).

New pla  orms and spaces for engagement
Much of the new money available for dialogue, at least in 
Europe, has come from government sources a  ached to 
science and technology issues seen as strategically import-
ant. Yet over the last twenty years there has been a huge 
growth in informal engagement ac  vi  es such as science 
fes  - vals and online spaces for science communica  on and 
engagement. Social media have revealed an enthusiasm for 
uncontrolled engagement among those interested in sci-
ence. Less academic a  en-  on has been focused on sites 
of engagement between publics and science outside of the 
policy se   ng (Davies et al., 2009; Jensen and Buckley, 2012) 
and as such, we know li  le about the ra  on- ales, agendas 
and ac  vi  es that are in opera  on in these newer spaces.

It is temp  ng to cri  cise informal learning events as ped-
dling defi cit model approaches, but evalua  ons of informal 
science engagement events have noted the variety of ra  o-
nales for par  ci- pa  on (Davies, 2008; Burchell et al., 2009; 
Wilkinson et al., 2011; Jensen and Buckley, 2012). Social me-
dia have connected previously disparate groups of ‘science 
enthusiasts’ or so-called ‘geeks’ (Henderson, 2012). Howev-
er, as yet there has been li  le research on the mo  va  ons 
of such individuals to engage with each other and why and 
how in some cases they have moved from informal se   ngs 
such as pubs, fes  vals and cafes to eff ec  ve lobbying on 

issues such as libel law and science funding.1 Such ac  vi  es 
break down any clear dis  nc  on between informal, policy- 
free engagements and poli  cally mo  vated ac  vi  es. Much 
has also been made of the growing ac  vity that falls under 
the wide umbrella of ‘ci  zen science’ (Ince, 2011; Gura, 
2013). Yet much of this ac  vity, even if it takes place outside 
a formal laboratory, seems to do li  le more than rep- licate 
exis  ng power rela  onships between scien  sts and publics 
(Haklay, 2013). There is much to understand here about 
these new spaces for engagement with science and tech-
nology and their impacts on scien  fi c culture, poli  cs and 
society. As Nowotny argues in this issue we have “to fol- low 
the engagement of ci  zens with new technologies and how 
their use of the new media shapes, constrains and possi-
bly widens the choices open for science and democracy.” 
Likewise, as Horst suggests in the case of Denmark, in trying 
to ins  tu  onalise or ‘tame’ public engagement ac  vity we 
risk ignoring or discoun  ng places outside of the formally 
mandated engagement processes where publics do, or wish 
to, engage with science, technology and innova  on.

Renewed enthusiasm for open science
The openness of science that has been a hallmark since the 
17th century now seems to be undergo- ing a process of 
reshaping and renego  a  on (David, 2008). The growing vol-
ume and intensity of debate, ac  vity and advocacy around 
agendas of open access, open data, and open science has 
been striking (Nielsen, 2011: 272; Royal Society, 2012; RCUK, 
2013; Wille  s et al., 2013). Open access is set to become the 
default mode for scien  fi c publishing in the UK, and poten-
 ally across the rest of Europe. The opening up of data has 

seen arguments about the effi  ciency of science intertwined 
with those about the poli  cs of science, as, for example, in 
the ‘Climategate’ episode.

There are of course real limita  ons to these moves. For 
example, open access could, as Richard Jones suggests in his 
ar  cle, become a distrac  on from, or in some minds a re-
placement for, the larger challenge of developing meaning-
ful public engagement with research. Likewise, claims for it 
pu   ng “power in the hands of the public funders” (Wille  s, 
2012) may be overblown as Steve Fuller has argued (Full-
er, 2012). However, this drive for greater openness, albeit 
limited to certain aspects of the scien  fi c enterprise, is an 
important contemporary dynamic of science, ripe with op-
portunity for scholars and advocates of public engagement.

5. Conclusion
The pieces in this special issue are all invited contribu  ons. 
Many of the authors need li  le intro- duc  on. Sheila Jasa-
noff , Alan Irwin and Brian Wynne feature regularly in this 
journal and stand out as three of the most infl uen  al and 
consistently s  mula  ng voices in debates about the gov-
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ern- ance of science. Brian Wynne also provides a link back 
to the journal’s fi rst issue, as one of its original contributors. 
Indeed, many of the insights from his original essay (Wynne, 
1992), which asked whether we are witnessing “new hori-
zons” or a “hall of mirrors”, remain relevant today. Patrick 
Sturgis represents the quan  ta  ve approaches and method-
ologies for understanding pub- lics that have long been cen-
tral to this journal. Other authors bring perspec  ves from 
diff erent cultures. David Guston provides a US view, but also 
refl ects on the links he has developed within cultures of 
prac  sing science. Maja Horst discusses the poli  cal cultures 
within and around the Danish Board of Technology. Michael 
Burgess describes how engagement ac  vi  es in Canada both 
fi t within and challenge the ins  tu  ons of democracy that 
surround them. Hepeng Jia and Li Liu explain the Chinese 
situa  on, in which arguments for and against dialogue are 
given added urgency by rapid economic and scien  fi c devel-
opments. Richard Jones is a Bri  sh nanoscien  st who has, 
through his policy and public engagement ac  vi  es over the 
last decade, become a though  ul advocate of meaningful di-
alogue. Helga Nowotny completes the line-up, as not only a 
prolifi c scholar and thinker on issues of science and society, 
but also – as President of the European Research Council – 
someone who now confronts daily the ins  tu  onal reality of 
reconciling sci- en  fi c, poli  cal and public interests.

The involvement of social scien  sts in the prescrip  on, 
delivery and evalua  on of public engagement with science 
has been met with the accusa  on that we are performing 
a simplis  c argument that “the technical is poli  cal, the 
poli  cal should be democra  c and the democra  c should 
be par  cipatory” (Moore, 2010: 793). If we, as social scien-
 sts, are going to con  nue a norma  ve commitment to the 

idea of public engagement, we need to develop new lines 
of argu- ment and analysis. The fi rst thing to acknowledge 
more openly is that public engagement has typically be-
come a procedural response to a more fundamental poli  cal 
challenge. As Guston argues in this issue, the scale of the 
challenge – whether expressed as an issue of ‘scien  sm’, 
scien  fi c governance or democra  sa  on – dwarfs the 
small processes of engagement that are   put in place. The 
mini-publics (Goodin and Dryzek, 2006) typically brought to-
gether for dia- logue exercises look microscopic against the 
backdrop of global science and its governance. Sturgis and 
Horst both conclude that we have over-promised on what 
such public engagement exercises can deliver.

Like other social scien  sts working in this area, we have at 
various  mes designed and run public engagement process-
es, evaluated them, cri  cised them and advised policymak-
ers about them. Where it once seemed easy to take sides, to 
stand up for public engagement against its cri  cs (Taverne, 
2005), our experience suggests that such support now needs 

to be qualifi ed. We have seen at fi rst hand the poten  al for 
public engagement to open up (S  rling, 2008) produc  ve 
and surprising discussions about the poli  cs and purposes of 
science and we have seen ins  tu  ons take these seriously. 
But we have also seen unrefl exive public engagement used 
to close down vital debates in conten  ous areas. As engage-
ment becomes the norm, the ques  on is perhaps less ‘why’ 
and more ‘when’ should we promote public engagement 
with science? We cannot be the only researchers to have 
found ourselves recently off ering enthusias  c scien  sts and 
policymakers advice on how and when not to engage.

There needs to be, according to Sturgis, “a transforma  on to 
at least rival the one we have witnessed since the incep  on 
of this esteemed journal”. With twenty years of experience 
and discussion on public engagement, perhaps now is the 
 me to step back, widen our gaze and recommit to study-

ing and ar  cula  ng a more ambi  ous project of publicly 
engaged science.  This will mean though  ully pu   ng public 
engagement, as conven  onally imagined,  in  its  place as 
part of a broader debate about public value (Wilsdon et 
al., 2005). It is our hope that    the contribu  ons and refl ec-
 ons in this issue will help to s  mulate such refl ec  ons, and 

suggest future direc  ons for a conversa  on about publics, 
science, democracy and governance that this journal has 
been at the centre of for the past twenty years. That con-
versa  on is more pressing than ever, but must con  nue to 
welcome new, more diverse and at  mes discordant voices 
to the table.
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Raising the bar: 
What makes an effective public reponse 
in the face of animal rights campaigns?
For some scien  sts and ins  tu  ons engaged in animal 
research,  ac  vist campaigns against them are a fact 
of life.  These campaigns vary in tac  cs, scope, and 
longevity. At one end of the scale are the limited scope 
campaigns, perhaps when a paper reprints, more or 
less verba  m, an ac  vist press release manufactured 
from misrepresen  ng publicly-available records. At the 
other end are sustained campaigns aimed at driving a 
scien  st out of research by using mail and phone ha-
rassment, home protests, car fi re, or threats of target-
ing children.

Somewhere in between are other types of campaign 
that should be of concern to those interested in pub-
lic views of animal research. One is the sustained 
high-profi le, mul  media eff ort targe  ng a specifi c 
scien  st or research area. Another is the lower profi le, 
insidious, and sustained misrepresenta  on of animal 
research, including promo  on of ideas such as:  diet is 
the cure for most diseases; there are non-animal alter-
na  ves that could successfully achieve the same sci-
en  fi c goals as animal-based research; most research 
animals are not covered by any regula  on; to name just 
a few.

These campaigns, and their consequences, aff ect every-
one—scien  sts, physicians, medical chari  es, pa  ents, 
policy makers, the public— with an interest in the 
current and future conduct of ethical, humanely con-
ducted animal research aimed at progress in scien  fi c 
understanding and medical advances.

Why?  Because animal research depends on democra  c 
support, with a majority who agree upon its need, its 
benefi ts, and the condi  ons under which it is conduct-
ed.  It also depends upon the willingness of scien  sts to 
choose to spend their lives pursuing ques  ons that cur-
rently require animal research.  Finally, it depends upon 
public and private ins  tu  ons’ willingness to provide 
the support and facili  es for the work.

Animal rights ac  vists understand this, and over many 
decades have developed and refi ned mul  faceted 
approaches aimed at undermining each of these three 
cores that are necessary for con  nued research.  So-
called “Hearts & Minds” campaigns undercut public 
understanding and apprecia  on of research.  They can 
also work against ins  tu  ons and individuals by deval-
uing the true benefi ts of their work and increasing fear 



39LAMA REVIEW  DECEMBER  2017

of unwanted, nega  ve a  en  on.

Meanwhile, harassment campaigns directed at specifi c 
individuals or ins  tu  ons – while giving every appear-
ance of aff ec  ng only a  ny frac  on of scien  sts who 
are targeted – actually have dispropor  onate jmpact 
because they contribute to a general impression that 
there is a risk to researchers’ personal safety.

Beyond duress to individuals, these campaigns have a 
much broader and damning net eff ect:  They contribute 
to crea  ng a climate in which scien  sts, ins  tu  ons, 
medical chari  es, and others are less likely to speak 
publicly about the value of animal research.  In turn, 
they then contribute to decreased opportuni  es for 
serious,  fact-informed, and civil public dialogue about 
animal research.  They also lower the likelihood of the 
public receiving accurate informa  on in the face of ac-
 vists’ campaigns that rely on gross misrepresenta  on 

of the conduct, need, and benefi t of animal research.

Viewed from this perspec  ve, it seems clear that those 
ins  tu  ons, organiza  ons, and individuals, who main-
tain the belief that they are not personally aff ected by 
the issue because they have not been directly targeted 
by animal rights ac  vism must be persuaded to recon-
sider.

What can be done to counter this ongoing public 
campaign against animal research?  We have wri  en 
previously and extensively about many approaches, 
venues and organiza  ons engaged in eff ec  ve ongoing 
eff orts to explain the role of animals in research (here, 
here, here and here).   We believe that the responsibil-
ity for public engagement and educa  on about animal 
research is one that is shared by the en  re community.

So what makes an eff ec  ve public re-
sponse in the face of animal rights cam-
paigns?

To begin with, we acknowledge that there are very 
diff erent domains of public engagement with animal 
research.  Although they may have overlap in the broad 
goal of increasing public understanding, fact-based con-
sidera  on and dialogue about research, they also diff er 
in audience, par  cipants,  me-line, and goals, among 
other things.  Two general domains include:

1)    Outreach and educa  on. Designed to pro-
vide the public with accurate informa  on about animal 
research, including educa  on about its conduct, goals, 

rela  ve harms and benefi ts.  Successful outreach and 
educa  on programs include sustained eff orts that may 
include full-  me groups, communicators, and educa-
tors working in concert with scien  sts, clinicians, ani-
mal care staff , veterinarians and others, or may occur 
as service without formal support. The range of venues 
and crea  vity in outreach and educa  on programs is 
broad.  It includes face-to-face ac  vi  es – laboratory 
visits to scien  fi c talks, science fes  vals, community 
events, school workshops, for example.  It also includes 
ar  cles, newsle  ers, web pos  ng and other educa-
 onal wri  en, oral, and visual material disseminated 

publicly.

2)   Response to specifi c campaigns and 
events.  Ideally, also designed to provide the pub-
lic with accurate informa  on about animal research. 
Designed to counter inaccurate informa  on, provide 
balance and context where needed, and defend those 
who are a  acked.

Both of these domains are essen  al to build public 
understanding of animal research and to promote op-
portuni  es for con  nued progress in serious consider-
a  on and fact-informed public dialogue of some of the 
challenging issues involved in this area.  It is also the 
case that there are few norms for what good programs 
in either domain might look like.  As a result, what we 
see currently is widespread unevenness across ins  -
tu  ons and organiza  ons in terms of how they handle 
these ac  vi  es.  Even the degree to which individuals, 
ins  tu  ons, and organiza  ons engage in any response 
varies markedly.

What would an op  mal, successful response to an 
animal rights campaign look like? There is obviously 
no one answer, but if we arranged common response 
types we’ve seen over the last few years, we can iden  -
fy some that are clearly less than eff ec  ve.

The worst response is no response. Over and over again 
ins  tu  ons discover that it simply makes it appear as 
if they have something to hide. Then, ac  vists and the 
media emphasize the “suspicious” silence.

One up from no comment is the completely generic 
comment.

“The University of X conducts well-regulated animal 
research according to the principles of the 3Rs. Our 
research aims to be  er understand diseases such as 
diabetes and AIDS”
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While be  er than no comment, it does nothing to 
address the media or ac  vist concerns. Any ins  tu  on 
which does only this has its reputa  on tarnished, and 
convinces ac  vists that the ins  tu  on will not chal-
lenge their accusa  ons.

The middle of the road response is immediate and 
specifi c to the claims made. It will address and allay 
fears that an ins  tu  on is ignoring its responsibili  es 
to animals, explain the role of animals in research, and 
talk about specifi c research going on in the ins  tu  on. 
This statement should include a comment from a very 
senior administrator, to show the ins  tu  on is serious, 
and should include a link to the ins  tu  on’s animal re-
search policy. This statement should not only be provid-
ed to inquiring journalists, but also sent to any media 
outlet which has run the story. If those media outlets 
did not contact your ins  tu  on fi rst, then take this up 
with the editor – it is not acceptable to repeat claims 
without checking them fi rst.

Ins  tu  ons can improve these responses further, by in-
vi  ng journalists or local poli  cians to view the facility. 
The best tours are led by someone with a clear under-
standing of both the science and the animal welfare 
implica  ons around the lab (e.g., a scien  st, a head 
veterinarian). This also serves to make personal con-
nec  ons with journalists and to immunize them against 
further animal rights campaigns.

Ins  tu  ons should also be aware that publicly-available 
documents, ranging from USDA reports to veterinary 
clinical records, are o  en used by ac  vists to generate 
news releases that may not be examined cri  cally by 
reporters or others reading them.  As a result, the infor-
ma  on in these documents can be presented in a way 
that lacks appropriate context or interpreta  on.  As we 

have wri  en previously, this is one area which ins  -
tu  ons and professional organiza  ons could address 
more eff ec  vely by increasing their eff orts to provide 
accessible explana  ons.  For example, when materials 
are released to open records request, an ins  tu  on can 
provide a cover page that off ers explana  on of terms, 
places numbers in context, or otherwise demys  fi es 
documents in order to allow a more informed, bal-
anced, and open view to a reasonable reader.

However, the very best response is to get in there fi rst. 
Don’t wait for animal rights campaigns to start your 
outreach – proac  vely off er tours to the local commu-
nity, provide speakers for local schools- engage with 
those who may defend or turn against you.  Also recog-
nize that just as the science and discoveries occurring 
within your ins  tu  on are of interest beyond the local 
community, so is news about your animal research 
programs.  Reaching those audiences with accurate 
informa  on about the animals’ humane care and value 
to a wide range of research should be an explicit and 
supported goal in communica  ng science news.

Speaking of Research

"Ar  cle reprinted by permission of Speaking of Re-
search (www.speakingofresearch.com). Speaking of Re-
search is an interna  onal advocacy group that provides 
accurate informa  on about the importance of animal 
research in medical and veterinary science."

Read ar  cle at: h  ps://speakingofresearch.
com/2013/02/20/raising-the-bar-what-makes-an-eff ec-
 ve-public-response-in-the-face-of-animal-rights-cam-

paigns/ 
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In the United States, a genera  on and more has passed 
since widespread sustained poli  cal involvement by stu-
dents in the aff airs of the na  on, such as the movement to 
oppose the war in Vietnam. Today’s students and post-doc-
toral fellows have no fi rst-hand memory of broad, organized 
eff orts to convince the government that represents them to 
shi   its priori  es signifi cantly. This has presented a special 
challenge to ensuring the con  nued vigor of the biomedical 
research enterprise. Why should scien  sts invest precious 
 me to advocate for biomedical research?

 Today, poli  cal involvement by scien  sts is widely acknowl-
edged to be vital for the con  nued health of the biomed-
ical research enterprise. Science must inform important 
na  onal policy issues such as gene  cally modifi ed foods, 
animal research, the teaching of evolu  on, and stem cell 
research. Experience has shown that when public debate is 
not grounded in fact, pseudo-science fi lls the vacuum. Also, 

while federal support for basic biomedical research is per 
se uncontroversial and enjoys broad bipar  san support, in 
a diffi  cult economy, when tradeoff s must be made in discre-
 onary spending, there is an urgency to explain and pro-

mote the importance of basic research and its contribu  ons 
to human health. Members of Congress are elected, at least 
theore  cally, for their judgment, their experience, and their 
principles. No one individual, no ma  er how competent, can 
be deeply informed about every sector of the economy over 
which she has control as legislator and appropriator. Thus, 
members of Congress rely on those with special exper  se to 
educate them.

 To be sure, there are professionals in Washington whose 
full-  me concern is advoca  ng for biomedical research. 
Why shouldn’t the work of educa  ng Congress be le   in the 
hands of these advocates? First, because notwithstanding 
their passion and the merit of the interest they represent, 

Research Advocacy: 
Why Every Scientist Should 

Participate
Elizabeth Marincola
h  ps://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0000071 
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professional advocates can be perceived, by members of 
Congress without sophis  cated apprecia  on of biomedical 
research, as just another lobbyist, li  le diff erent than one 
from the Na  onal Wooden Pallet & Container Associa  on or 
the Snack Food Associa  on. Second, only researchers them-
selves can credibly convey the full excitement, promise, and 
poten  al of scien  fi c research from their own experience. 
Third, scien  sts who talk to their representa  ve or senator 
have par  cular infl uence when they are themselves cons  t-
uents or when they come from ins  tu  ons that are import-
ant employers in the representa  ve’s district. Fourth, there 
is power in numbers: the voices for biomedical science must 
be a steady stream in the ear of Congress. Fi  h, establishing 
communica  on between representa  ves or their health 
staff s and the scien  st-cons  tuent provides a point of con-
tact should an issue emerge that requires the representa  ve 
to seek advice about a biomedical research ma  er.

 Advocacy ba  les must be fought on mul  ple fronts. The 
fundamental issue that never goes away is funding. Con-
gress has been suppor  ve of biomedical research in the last 
several years: over the course of two administra  ons and 
congressional majori  es of both par  es, leaders have come 
together to double the budget of the Na  onal Ins  tutes of 
Health (NIH) over fi ve years, concluding in 2003. Similarly, 
the Na  onal Science Founda  on is enjoying special support 
at the current  me. But, as any scien  st who visits Capitol 
Hill can tes  fy, the number of dollars appropriated for bio-
medical research is just one of several issues of concern to 
members of Congress, to pa  ents and their advocates, and 
to researchers alike.

 Scien  sts have a moral obliga  on … to ensure that federal 
policy decisions are based on sound fact and science. 

 Scien  sts, like other ci  zens, recognize that there are 
mul  ple legi  mate priori  es for federal support. Inevitable 
confl icts among spending priori  es can leave a scien  st 
ambivalent about advocacy for increased funding for bio-
medical research, poten  ally at the cost ofother worthy 
programs. But other worthy programs are promoted by 
those who are expert in them, as scien  sts are experts 
in research. The jobs of those experts are to advocate 
for educa  on, law enforcement, housing, etc., as sci-
en  sts advocate for research. In Washington, federally 
supported programs that are not constantly promoted 
will lose support to those that are.

 The more complicated, more poli  cal, and more po-
larizing issues that we grapple with include embryonic 
stem cell research, soma  c cell nuclear transfer, even 
the teaching of natural selec  on in public schools. 
Those who are opposed to these ac  vi  es are well 
organized and well fi nanced. They reach elected rep-
resenta  ves and voters at every level, from the White 

House to the local school board. Scien  sts have a moral 
obliga  on to respond to and preempt ideological de-
mands and to ensure that federal policy decisions are 
based on sound fact and science.

 A coali  on of scien  fi c socie  es was organized by the 
American Society for Cell Biology in 1989 under the 
name of The Joint Steering Commi  ee for Public Policy 
(JSC). It was founded by scien  sts who saw the need to 
become involved in the poli  cal process. The scien  fi c 
community is fortunate that JSC leadership includes 
many of the country’s most respected scien  sts. 
Among its ac  vi  es, the JSC helped Congress launch 
the Congressional Biomedical Research Caucus, which 
has since grown to become perhaps the most credible 
caucus in Congress. A caucus serves a convening, orga-
nizing, and advocacy func  on for members of Congress 
who support its purpose: a sort of bipar  san, no-dues 
associa  on for congressional representa  ves. Like 
the Congressional Black Caucus or the Congressional 
Women’s Caucus, the Congressional Biomedical Re-
search Caucus is most centrally concerned with federal 
funding. Among its ac  vi  es is a highly successful series 
of briefi ngs that brings research leaders to Capitol Hill 
to describe the latest advances in biomedical research. 
Nearly 125 such briefi ngs have been hosted by the cau-
cus since the founding of the JSC.

 The JSC also founded the Congressional Liaison Com-
mi  ee (CLC) to enable every biomedical scien  st to 
engage in the poli  cal process. Any scien  st who cares 
about the future of basic research is encouraged to 
par  cipate in the ac  vi  es of the CLC. Mul  ple levels 
of involvement are available, from signing a pre-dra  ed 
le  er to a member of Congress to traveling to Washing-
ton, D.C., to spend a day mee  ng with congresspersons 
and their staff s. Advocacy can be just as eff ec  ve at 
home: when in recess in their district, House repre-
senta  ves o  en welcome an invita  on to visit a lab 
or an assembly of scien  sts. Scien  sts at any point in 
their educa  on and career are welcome—a represen-
ta  ve o  en favors a post-doc from her own district to 
a world-renowned scien  st from someone else’s. CLC 
staff  thoroughly brief par  cipants on issues and proto-
col for par  cipa  ng in the poli  cal process and accom-
pany the delega  on of scien  sts on its visits.

 The JSC and the scien  fi c socie  es it represents face 
formidable immediate challenges. Chief among them 
is to ensure a level of NIH funding into the future that 
maximizes the poten  al to capitalize on past federal in-
vestment in research. Scien  sts also share responsibil-
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ity to support con  nued wise management and priori-
ty-se   ng by NIH leadership: NIH director Elias Zerhouni 
recently released a plan to support new collabora  ons 
and ensure that human benefi ts are derived from sci-
en  fi c discovery—the result of extended consulta  on 
with the scien  fi c community.

 The culture and progress of science require contribu-
 ons by every individual beyond the success of her 

own experiments: reviewing papers, serving on study 
sec  ons, recommending accomplished colleagues for 
awards or promo  on, serving as a mentor to students 
and junior scien  sts. To that we must add communi-
ca  ng with our members of Congress about the im-
portance of basic biomedical research. It is easy to be 
complacent when one’s research is funded and one’s 
career is progressing—but such complacency is no 
more advisable than closing down the local fi re sta  on 
because your own house is not burning. As those of us 
who remember an earlier era of poli  cal involvement 
know, if you’re not part of the solu  on, you’re part of 
the problem.

Copyright: © 2003 Elizabeth Marincola. This is an open-access 
ar  cle distributed under the terms of the Public Library of Science 
Open-Access License, which permits unrestricted use, distribu  on, 
and reproduc  on in any medium, provided the original work is 
properly cited.
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Eff orts to engage the public in science take many forms, yet 
in many cases, “engagement” is a means toward acceptance 
rather than true par  cipa  on. In 2008, the largest ever 
public engagement (PE) exercise sponsored by UK Research 
Councils was held. The Stem Cell Dialogue (SCD), designed 
to iden  fy the range of views and concerns amongst the 
wider public about stem cell research, was jointly support-
ed by the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research 
Council (BBSRC), the Medical Research Council (MRC), and 
Sciencewise. The SCD revealed high levels of public support 
for stem cell science and technology, according to the offi  cial 
press release [1], and thus seems to validate the tradi  onal 
reasons off ered for conduc  ng PE around cu   ng-edge sci-

ence: that engaging the wider public in dialogue at an early 
stage can help scien  sts communicate the mo  va  ons for 
their research, including its expected societal benefi ts, as-
suage poten  al ethical concerns, avert damaging controver-
sies, and secure public acceptance. But, is this instrumental 
ra  onale—engagement toward a predetermined goal—suf-
fi cient? Can it off er the democra  c legi  macy that underlies 
the recent turn to this type of “upstream” engagement? 

And does the SCD as it actually unfolded merit the summary 
fi nding of public support reported in the press release? In 
this paper, we draw from our work as offi  cial evaluators of 
the SCD (see Box 1), and recent debates on the purpose of 
engagement, to ask: how should we understand the “public” 
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in PE; why is PE important for both society and science; and 
what lessons should we take from actual PE exercises?

Box 1. Evalua  on Methodology
 Our evalua  on u  lised a mul  -method approach combin-
ing documentary analysis of project materials and scoping 
documents commissioned by BBSRC/MRC, par  cipant 
ques  onnaires, structured observa  on of the workshops, 
and semi-structured interviews with seven Oversight Group 
members (chosen to represent a cross-sec  on of the group 
and for their con  nuous involvement) and the three lead 
dialogue facilitators to explore their assessments of the di-
alogue in the context of its objec  ves and of the evalua  on 
criteria. Of 569 ques  onnaires distributed at the workshops, 
208 were returned, giving a response rate of over one-third 
(36.6%). Ques  onnaires were coded to enable the matching 
of responses across the sequence and loca  on of work-
shops.

 Two evaluators observed 11 workshops to cover the range of 
loca  ons and sequence of workshops. Detailed observa  on 
notes were taken using an observa  on protocol adapted 
from Horlick-Jones et al. [10] that drew a  en  on to the 
various ac  vi  es and outputs 
and whether these could be 
considered successful against the 
norma  ve evalua  on criteria. 
Observers also recorded their 
broader impressions of diff erent 
aspects of the events. Observer 
bias was limited by adherence to 
the protocol and the comparison of data from workshops at-
tended by both evaluators. Quan  ta  ve data were analysed 
using SPSS and qualita  ve data were analysed in accordance 
with the evalua  on criteria.

 The evalua  on was constrained in a number of ways. First, 
the scale of the budget and the number of person days 
s  pulated by the sponsors precluded a highly detailed eval-
ua  on exercise of the extent that would seem appropriate 
to the sponsors’ objec  ves, especially with regard to lon-
ger-term impact. Second, the evaluators were not consulted 
on their availability to a  end the various workshops and 
were thus reliant on the facilitators, in some instances, to 
distribute the ques  onnaires. This meant that we could not 
be sure that the purpose, importance, and independence 
of the evalua  on were eff ec  vely communicated. Third, 
while the evalua  on brief specifi ed access to the public 
par  cipants for interviews, access was restricted due to 
the confi den  ality/privacy agreements BMRB had with the 
par  cipants.

Which “Public” and What “Engagement”?
 How the “public” is defi ned in various ini  a  ves depends on 
the ra  onale for asking for public input. This in turn aff ects 
how members of the public are brought together and repre-
sented.

 Previous ar  cles in this series [2],[3] have iden  fi ed three 
ra  onales for PE [4] and have cri  qued the most common 
instrumental ra  onale to enhance public trust in novel 
areas of science and acceptance of the future technolo-
gies or to legi  mise research policy decisions. The value of 
public dialogue in a democra  c society is twofold. From a 
norma  ve perspec  ve, the process of PE is in itself a good 
thing in that the public should be consulted on decisions in 
which they have a stake. From a substan  ve standpoint, PE 
generates manifold perspec  ves, visions, and values that 
are relevant to the science and technologies in ques  on, 
and could poten  ally lead to more socially robust outcomes 
(which may diff er from the outcomes envisaged by sponsors 
or scien  sts).

 Yet in any PE exercise, challenges arise not just in bring-
ing people together, but also in facilita  ng interac  ons to 

ensure that diff erent perspec-
 ves are elicited and considered 

and that the outcome provides 
a legi  mate picture of public 
dialogue. For PE around biosci-
ence developments to conform 
to democra  c ideals, it has been 
asserted, par  cipants must be 

broadly representa  ve of the “aff ected public” [5]. This con-
cept of representa  veness forms a key norma  ve criterion 
of a widely used framework for evalua  ng PE eff ec  veness 
[5]. Representa  veness refers to the degree to which par-
 cipants embody the socio-demographic characteris  cs of 

the aff ected popula  on, including the rela  ve distribu  on of 
views. However, representa  veness of par  cipa  on—that 
is, the diversity of opinions expressed—may not necessar-
ily translate to representa  veness in the end. In prac  ce, 
a diversity of outcomes is o  en inhibited by the par  cular 
method, process, and repor  ng of engagement, which thus 
may lead to failure in democra  c terms.

 In the transla  on from theory to prac  ce, ra  onales for 
PE (explicit or implicit) may change or become blurred, 
undercu   ng transparency or legi  macy [6]. Such changes 
can lead to tensions in the prac  ce of PE that may aff ect 
the ways in which the “representa  veness” of the public 
is construed. These ra  onales provide a useful framework 
for thinking about just how representa  ve a given public 
may be under diff erent scenarios. The SCD illustrates how 

Two hundred participants were recruited 
according to the demographic profile of 

the workshop locations to reflect quotas 
set for age, socioeconomic status, and 

ethnicity. 
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compe  ng ra  onales for represen  ng the public can lead to 
par  cular outcomes that confl ict with the democra  c ideals 
of PE.

 Stem Cell Dialogue
 An oversight sroup comprised of 19 members represen  ng 
a broad range of interests rela  ng to stem cell research—
including from universi  es, chari  es, and public interest 
groups—commissioned the Bri  sh Market Research Bureau 
(BMRB) to deliver the UK-wide public dialogue. BMRB devel-
oped a delibera  ve process that brought together members 
of the public with scien  sts, clinicians, social scien  sts, and 
ethicists. A total of 15 workshops—three each in London, 
Bristol, Cardiff , Edinburgh, and Newcastle—were held, 
beginning with an introduc  on to stem cells and moving on 
to discussions of social and ethical issues around sourcing of 
stem cells, poten  al future applica  ons, clinical trials, and 
stem cell banks.

 The sponsors’ offi  cial aims and objec  ves embodied both a 
norma  ve commitment to “engage the diverse public about 
developments in stem cell research, to account for their 
views in policy development” and a substan  ve aspira  on 
to “iden  fy the range of views and concerns about the 
science and ethics of stem cell research amongst the wider 
public and their societal context” (authors’ emphasis). Yet 
the twin goals of diversity of par  cipa  on and perspec  ves 
failed to translate, in prac  ce, into diversity of outcomes—
the offi  cially reported outcome being high levels of public 
support for stem cell science and technology. Even BMRB’s 
own report had noted this result, though the document 
downplayed it by outlining various ways in which support is 
condi  onal.

 The research and policy background to the SCD suggests a 
preconceived outcome for the dialogue. The SCD emerged 
out of a recommenda  on of the UK Stem Cell Ini  a  ve 
(UKSCI) to take into account public a   tudes by engaging the 
UK public in a dialogue on the ethical issues surrounding the 
sources and uses of embryonic stem cell lines, the use of an-
imal experimenta  on, and the benefi ts and risks of stem cell 
therapies [7]. The UKSCI’s terms of reference express a clear 
mandate for stem cell research that involves developing a 
10-year vision for UK stem cell research that seeks to make 
the UK the most scien  fi cally and commercially produc  ve 
loca  on for this ac  vity over the coming decade. The public 
dialogue also coincided with the Commons debate of the 
Human Fer  lisa  on and Embryology Bill that provides for re-
vised and updated legisla  on on assisted reproduc  on and 
for changes to the regula  on and licensing of embryo use in 
research and therapy. In this context, the consensual out-
come of “high levels of public support” poten  ally evokes 
pressures to achieve legi  macy for, and trust in, policy com-
mitments in process or already decided.

 Against this background, compe  ng ra  onales for repre-
sen  ng the public infused the SCD’s methodology, process, 
and repor  ng. The SCD employed a sta  s  cal approach to 
obtain a representa  ve sample of public views. Two hun-
dred par  cipants were recruited according to the demo-
graphic profi le of the workshop loca  ons to refl ect quotas 
set for age, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity. A   tudes 
about stem cells were also screened to ensure the sample 
was broadly representa  ve of public a   tudes profi led in the 
results of a BMRB UK-wide omnibus survey (n = 1,000) which 
reported that 73% approved of stem cell research and 76% 
approved of the use of embryos in such research. Although 
“tes  ng” the representa  veness of par  cipants’ a   tudes 
is a standard method [8],[9], it aggregates public views on 
risks and benefi ts to produce a majority view that can be 
summed up sta  s  cally, rather than crea  ng condi  ons that 
allow for disparate perspec  ves in the substan  ve content 
of the dialogue.

 Our observa  ons and par  cipant feedback ques  on wheth-
er such condi  ons were created in the SCD. In response to 
open-ended ques  ons in the evalua  on ques  onnaire, one 
par  cipant commented, “I suspect the people in the work-
shop are not really representa  ve of the popula  on as a 
whole”, while another was heard to remark in a break-out 
group, “I don’t feel it is a realis  c representa  on of how 
people feel”. Although the fi rst comment appears to refl ect 
the kind of sta  s  cal representa  veness that we have que-
ried, it can also be interpreted in context to mean a concern 
for the lack of diversity in societal perspec  ves ar  culated at 
the workshops.

 The sponsors considered the integra  on of stakeholder and 
public voices to be one of the strengths of the SCD’s meth-
odology. In principle, such a framework could help elicit 
the implicit ethical assump  ons of scien  fi c and non-scien-
 fi c posi  ons, and facilitate open dialogue. Except, BMRB 

used fi ndings from preceding telephone interviews with 
49 stakeholders—broadly categorised as research scien-
 sts, clinicians, social scien  sts, ethicists, commercial and 

pharmaceu  cal organisa  ons, religious and faith groups, 
medical chari  es, pro-life groups, funders, government, and 
regulators—to structure the public’s delibera  ons in the 
workshops. Thus, par  cipants were carved out at the outset 
into “stakeholders” and the “public” and were engaged dif-
ferently. The ar  fi cial separa  on of “stakeholders” and the 
“public”—and the presump  on that the public do not have 
an equivalent stake in the technology—meant that diverse 
perspec  ves, visions, and values could not emerge through 
the process of dialogue. Instead, the structure promoted 
defi cit no  ons of experts as bearers of purely “scien  fi c” 
informa  on and the public as bearers of purely “value” 
commitments, crea  ng a hierarchy that hindered genuine 
delibera  on—in keeping with instrumental ends, such as 
acquiring public understanding or acceptance.
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 During the dialogue process, we observed that minority 
views were welcomed by the facilitators, who o  en took 
 me to explore why such views were held. In spite of this 

encouragement, one par  cipant in London, who believed 
her opinion to be contrary to other views presented, did 
not feel that she had the power or authority to be heard. 
Likewise, a Cardiff  par  cipant was reluctant, un  l repeatedly 
pressed by a facilitator, to express her opinion that human 
embryonic stem cell research was morally wrong. Although 
a few par  cipants repeatedly interrupted or challenged the 
perspec  ves of others in the London workshops, disagree-
ments were rare and generally amicable for such an ethically 
complex topic. Such disagreements, when they did occur, 
o  en centred on diff ering religious convic  ons or personal 
experiences with family members or friends. Par  cipants 
seemed sa  sfi ed rather than frustrated with the process, al-
though one or two par  cipants in some workshops did leave 
for unknown reasons. BMRB acknowledged that this was 
unfortunate, no  ng that there were some par  cipants with 
contrary views in the fi rst workshops, dis  nguished along 
religious and cultural lines, who had subsequently fell silent 
or dropped out (interview, 16 December 2008).

 The homogeneity of responses appears to have been shaped 
by the role played by experts in framing the discussion. 
Framing played a signifi cant role in bounding the discussions 
as par  cipants showed a strong tendency to follow and 
explore the main issues raised in the experts’ presenta  ons. 
We noted signifi cant varia  ons in the responsiveness of 
par  cipants to par  cular experts who were more eff ec  ve 
communicators. We also observed considerable homogene-
ity among the general views and a   tudes of the scien  sts 
and clinicians, save for embryonic stem cell scien  sts and 
adult stem cell scien  sts. We observed that the scien  sts/
clinicians were typically in favour of stem cell science and 
the ethicists/social scien  sts were generally reluctant to 
cri  cise it. There was an absence of experts willing to discuss 
the problems that have already been encountered with 
stem cell research and regenera  ve medicine (e.g., the fact 
that we are s  ll at the early stages of development for cell 
therapies for many diseases) and other novel therapeu  cs 
(e.g., gene therapies, xenotransplanta  on) and the poten  al 
problems we are likely to encounter in the future (e.g., the 
logis  cal and procedural diffi  cul  es that will be involved in 
transla  ng stem cell science into clinical applica  ons).

 The lack of alterna  ve or more cri  cal/scep  cal perspec  ves 
of counter-experts (e.g., advocacy/pro-life group, religious 
group, journalis  c, or Na  onal Health Service viewpoints) 
limited the range of par  cipants’ discussion and increased 
the poten  al for obtaining posi  vely biased indica  ons of 
public approval and acceptance. Counter-experts were most-
ly invisible in the public workshops, as they were defi ned 
in terms of religious/faith groups and pro-life groups and 
consigned to the external stakeholder group. Hence, the SCD 

can be cri  cised in the sense that it did not create condi  ons 
for substan  ve disagreements or counter perspec  ves to 
emerge in the dialogue process.

 Tensions arising from compe  ng ra  onales aff ected the 
ways in which the representa  veness of the public par  ci-
pants was variously, and problema  cally, construed in the 
design of the SCD. The sponsors’ aims and objec  ves, sug-
ges  ng norma  ve aspira  ons, aimed to create an “improved 
environment for dialogue between scien  sts, science policy 
makers, other stakeholders and diverse publics” (an an  ci-
pated outcome listed in the unpublished invita  on to tender 
for the evalua  on) that, ini  ally at least, engaged the public 
as subjects of the dialogue. However, the SCD methodology 
limited par  cipants’ opportuni  es to introduce alterna  ve 
frames in the substan  ve content of the dialogue, as it was 
structured around the predetermined topic guides and 
the expert presenta  ons in the workshop. In this sense it 
cannot be said that the public was convincingly engaged as 
architects (or framers) of the dialogue. Finally, instrumen-
tal pressures exerted by the broader policy and research 
context, and by the ar  fi cial separa  on (reinforcing defi cit 
condi  ons for public acceptance and limi  ng condi  ons for 
dissent) then integra  on (to create a seemingly consensu-
al verdict on stem cell research) of public and stakeholder 
perspec  ves, suggest a strong possibility that the public was 
engaged as objects of the dialogue.

 Lessons for Public Engagement
 In an earlier Perspec  ve in this series, S  rling [3] recognises 
that the way to achieve a new enlightened democra  c ap-
proach is not through procedural design but in the crea  on 
of a “dynamic new poli  cal arena—in which reasoned scep-
 cism is as valued in public debates about technology as it is 

in science itself”. Yet the challenges of doing this in prac  ce 
remain considerable.

 We hypothesised that representa  veness of par  cipa  on, 
understood as manifest in a diversity of perspec  ves, may 
not necessarily confer representa  veness on the outcome. 
And from a democra  c perspec  ve, an outcome that fails to 
refl ect a representa  ve range of views on stem cells ren-
ders the SCD a failure. But how and under what condi  ons 
compe  ng ra  onales for engagement emerge aren’t always, 
if ever, predictable, despite the best inten  ons of the orga-
nizers or sponsors. As a result, plans to mi  gate such occur-
rences are likely to fail.

 Thus, rather than focus on mending the broken process of 
PE, we would do be  er to focus on why PE is important in 
a democra  c society. A possible way out of this democra  c 
dilemma is one in which the public is principally engaged as 
the architect/s (rather than only as the subject or object) of 
these dynamic poli  cal arenas. Only in that way can the sub-
stan  ve condi  ons for uncertainty, complexity, and con  n-
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gency be sustained and strengthened against the desire for predetermined outcomes 
and ins  tu  onal pressures. In this sense it is useful to redefi ne the purpose of PE, not 
as a structured process in which ini  al condi  ons are established through a defi ned 
methodology that generates desired outcomes, but as an emergent process in which 
outcomes—in form, content, and number—are inherently uncertain, refl ec  ng the 
indeterminate nature of public interac  ons. Accordingly, PE mo  vated by substan  ve 
and norma  ve impera  ves, undertaken as one element of a wider process of technol-
ogy assessment, is more likely to fulfi l the democra  c ideals of PE.
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Membership Application 

Name 

      

Courtesy Title 

 Ms.    Mr.    Dr.   None 

Academic Degree 

      

Professional Designation/Certification 

      

Title 

      

Organizational Contact 

 Primary   Alternate   

Company 

      

Address1 

      

Address 2 

      

City, State, Zipcode 

      

Organization Phone Number 

      

Organization Fax Number 

      

Individual Phone Number 

      

Individual Fax Number 

      

Email 

      

Website 

      

Email address of person requiring confirmation if other than applicant

     

Membership Type 

 $100 Individual Member (Domestic) 

 

  $120 Individual Member (International) 

 

  $325 Institutional Member 

  

Institutional Members may add up to three additional individuals at no additional charge, after that there is a $100 

charge per individual, please attach separate membership forms with contact information for each individual.  

 

  LAMA Foundation Friend:  $      

 

(The LAMA Foundation provides scholarship funding for managers pursuing professional managerial education and training) 

Payment Information  

Checks must be in U.S. dollars and drawn on a U.S. bank and made payable to the LAMA.  LAMA TIN#:  52-1828124 

Please remit to: 

 

LAMA 

15490 101
st

 Ave N #100 

Maple Grove, MN  55369 

 

Phone:  763.235.6465 

Fax:  763.235.6461 

www.lama-online.org 

 Check        Credit Card Type:    AMEX    MC      Visa    Discover

Card Number 

      

Expiration Date 

      

 

Cardholder Billing Address 

      

Card Code 

      

City, State, Zip 

      

To submit this form via our Secure Data Upload website Log in with user name lama and password lam321 

(password is case sensitive) Skip directly to Step 3! Click the Browse button to locate your 

completed registration on your computer, then click the Upload button to submit your completed form. 


