


Introduction

In its Forum for Technology, Citizens and the Market, which ran from 2003 to 2005, the
RSA explored the potentid for science-based businesses to engage with public concerns and
aspirations around new technologes. This included undertaking 24 qudlitative interviews
with people in various roles in businesses, about their activities in and attitudes towards
public engagement. The Forum aso developed a web-based tool to enable businesses to
develop their own forms of public engagement: www.techforum.org.uk

The Forum was a pioneer in bringing socia scientists into contact with businesses. In its
more genera topic-based meetings, it provided a meeting-place for science-based businesses
and academics in sociology, media studies, risk theory, public understanding of science, and
the history and sociology of technology.

The resulting exchange of views, learning and experience was very much welcomed by al its
members.

The ESRC’s Stience and Society Programme therefore asked the Forum to host a meeting
specificaly to explore this exchange between businesses and academia and use it to bring
some of the Stience and Society Programme’s work to awider business audience.

The meeting, held on 21 April 2005, opened with a short presentation by Professor Seve
Rayner, Chair of the Science and Society Programme, followed by two examples of the
Stience and Society Programme’s current projects involving science-based businesses.

It then discussed general issues of methodology and how the needs of both academics and
businesses could be met in socia research projects about science-based business. An
account of the discussion is given below.

The main conclusions were:

That there is great scope for fruitful socia research in association with science-based
businesses

That research will be most successful and useful when it addresses both business and
research needs

That differences of culture and language will need to be recognised and negotiated to
facilitate collaboration
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The ERC ‘Stience and Society’ progranme
Professor Seve Rayner

Isthere redly a‘crisis of confidence’ in science? W hile this claim has been made by public
figuresin recent years, for example in the 2000 House of Lords report on ‘Science and
Society’, and by Tony Blair in amajor speech on science and technology in May 2002, polling
evidence does not support the clam. In one poll, 70-80% of those polled agreed with
positive statements about science, and 85% concurred with the statement that ‘science and
engineering make a valuable contribution to society’. This suggests that the clam of acrisis
in confidence is not sustainable.

| would rather describe the situation as a more general crisis in governarce. an aspect of the
fifty-year decline in deference to authority. Sientists have conflated lack of deference into a
lack of confidence. Indeed, trust in scientists maps closely to trust in the institutions within
which they work: highest in NGOs, lowest in industry, with government in between.

However, there are public concerns. 35-45% of those polled agreed with the statement that
science and technology are developing too fast, while 55-75%were concerned that scientists
may ignore risks. Again | would argue that these are issues of governance rather than
science.

W e have now seen three versions of the deficit model: the first represented a public that
did not have enough scientific knowledge; the second, a public that did not understand
enough about the processes of science; and the third, a public that did not trust science
enough. None of the responses aiming to ‘fill in’ these deficits has achieved very much, not
least because power structures have been left untouched.

Most recently there have been calls for ‘upstream engagement’. Now, not only is upstream
engagement not new — it has been tried, patchily, since the 1970s — but we should ask
whether public participation is the solution at al. There are many well known problems.
How do we decide who represents whom — the problem of legitimacy? Secondly, the
resources needed for effective public participation processes are substantial. Third, it is very
difficult to frame the debate in which the public are asked to participate: if it istoo narrow,
it looks as if the process is prejudiced; and if it istoo wide, the debate will not reach closure.
Nor, in fact, are we certan that consulting the public is effective, dthough we can say for
sure that unless the public feel that their opinions will be listened to, then consultation will
be /neffective. Fndly, very rarely are public participation initiatives evaluated.

Therefore | would argue that public participation in itself is not enough, and we need ways
of revitalising representation too. Here is where | see a notion of ‘public connoisseur ship’
proving invaluable. To introduce public connoisseur ship, consider the community maven —
someone who, while a non-participant, will know whose judgement to trust. The policy
guestion then becomes: how do we encourage more mavens, more public connoisseurs?
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ERC Stience and Society Project 1 — Using Lay Environmenta Knowledge in
Industry

Kate Burningham, dilie Barnett, Anna Carr, Water Wehrmeyer, Roland Clift, Centre for
Environmenta Srategy and Department of Psychology, University of Surrey

W hile the rhetoric of public consultation is now commonplace within industry, there has
been little research that examines how lay knowledge is conceptualised and used within
companies. Our research explores how companies conceive of ‘the public’ and ‘public
knowledge’, and how these ideas inform the ways in which they access and use such
knowledge. The research sets out to address such questions as:

How do organisations think about ‘the public’ and ‘public knowledge’?
How do companies communicate with the public?

W hat factors encourage and inhibit engaging with the public?

W hose knowledge counts?

Does ‘lay environmenta knowledge’ make a difference?

What we did

Our research focused on companies within the chemica sector and involved four case
studies and a survey. The case studies were with four companies - two large and two small;
two business-to-business and two business-to-consumers - and involved around ten in-depth
interviews in each with representatives from different functions. This phase of the project
aimed to achieve detailed understandings of interviewees' ideas about ‘the public’ and ‘public
environmenta knowledge’ and to explore how these are related, if at dl, to different
preferences for communication with the public. W e followed this with a telephone survey of
261 companies to test hypotheses generated within the case studies and to explore the
prevaence of different strateges for public engagement and the factors that best predict
their use.

What we found in the case studies

There were three broad ways in which our interviewees talked about the public: as
consumer s (and non-consumers); as citizens (although this term was only rarely used); and
as neighbours. Interviewees did not necessarily view the public in just one way (just as
consumers, for instance). Some recognised that there are many publics and reflected on the
ideathat any one individual may occupy multiple roles.

The public were viewed as having a range of environmenta concerns but little knowledge.
Much public environmenta concern was considered to be generated by self interest and the
immediacy of problems. A high degree of media dependency was assumed.

Shades of the deficit model of public understanding were apparent both in terms of

under standing of the chemical industry and of the science behind products. W hile
interviewees were keen to right misconceptions about the industry (for instance, by inviting
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the public into factories), lack of knowledge about the science behind the product was
accepted and defended on a number of grounds (the public can trust industry to ensure
product safety; the science is complex; why would the public want to acquire this
knowledge?).

Our business-to-consumer companies used arange of methods to understand public
concerns (e.g. market research, care lines, websites, etc.). These mostly focused on
consumers views about their products. Publicly initiated communication about issues
beyond the product was characterised as rare and usualy coming either from students or
activists. While consumer concerns were seen as irrelevant for our small business-to-
business company, the large business-to-business company prioritised consumer

under standing. The companies communicated with their neighbours in arange of ways (e.g.
public meetings, socia events, working with locd charities etc.).

Some of our interviewees recognised that public engagement made business sense but a
number of barriers to engagement were noted. Alongside concerns about the time and
expense involved and the question of who is alegtimate participant, interviewees argued
that there was little public demand and aso questioned whether broader didogue with the
public was really their job.

W e asked our interviewees whether they could think of any instance where information,
ideas or concerns raised by members of the public had actually changed something within
the company. Few could think of any such examples but it was thought that lay
environmenta knowledge might make a difference if:

there were enough people saying the same thing;
issues were raised by NGOs or influential individuals;
issues attracted mediainterest;

issues could affect the market;

aller gy/safety issues were raised;

public concerns were in line with company resear ch.

What we found in the survey

W e conducted telephone interviews with representatives of 261 companies within the
chemical sector. We explored patterns of contact with, and attitudes to, three ‘publics’ -
consumers, loca residents and NGOs. W e asked interviewees about the relevance of each
‘public’, and about their attitudes towards them; how they communicated with them; and
how much ability they thought they had to influence the company.

Key findings from initia analyses are that willingness to engage with the public variesin
direct proportion to company size and sales, and is partly a function of who is seen as the
most relevant public. Those who identified local residents as their most relevant public were
significantly more willing to engage than those identifying NGOs or consumers as most
relevant. The perceived relevance of consumers, local residents and NGOs varies by
company size and industry sector.
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For discussion

Are current messages about public engagement relevant for small companies?
Does ‘public engagement’ mean the same thing to industry as that it means to
academics and policy makers?

Response from business panel

Barrie Clarke (Water UK) took some reassurance from the presentation. He noted a
broadening of attitudes among businesses to publics, and would like to learn from socid
scientists about how better to understand public needs.

Anna Thomas (Unilever) is a socid scientist working in Unilever research. She described
how Unilever connects with the public in three ways: as an employer, via marketing, and
through socia science and psychological research. But most of Unilever’s research has been
about values, rather than about lay scientific knowledge.

Dbhn Dalton (Nirex) explained how for Nirex, issues of legtimacy are crucia: the process
needs to be seen to be legtimate, in order that long-term nuclear waste management is
accepted. Therefore Nirex taksto representatives of civil society (for example, the
Women's Institute). It isimportant to Nirex that expectations are managed clearly, and they
feel it isimportant to say what can be done, and what cannot, after consultation.

JDbhn Fendek (Bmes Kent) described how even in a small company (which produces ceramics
for the nuclear industry), they engage with the public through the loca school, and use
employees as ambassadors.

Discussion following response from business panel

FEnny Gristock (SPRU) offered examples of upstream engagement, including a company that
made objects for left-handed people.

Tim Aldrich (Forum for the Future) wanted to know which companies the Surrey research
team investigated. Did it matter where in each company the contact was made?

Lord Haskel suggested that the term ‘corporate socia responsibility/CSR' be used rather
than ‘public engagement’, as it is amore business-friendly term.

George Gaskell (London School of Economics) recalled the case of Monsanto, a chemical
company which turned its focus to agricultura research. It was a business-to-business
company, and therefore had no knowledge of the public as consumers. Like Novartis,
Monsanto made a heavy investment, not only in its new business direction but aso in CSR.
Here is the difference between CR and public engagement. Monsanto had CSR but no
effective public engagement.

Seve Rayner wondered whether citizen versus consumer was a useful distinction in these
debates.
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ESRC Stience and Society Project 2 — Credibility and the Consumer

Sly Eden, Department of Geography, University of Hull

As consumers, we make judgements about scientific clams al the time, sometimes explicitly,
sometimes less so. Organic foods, vitamin supplements, anti-ageing cosmetics, ener gy-
efficient boilers - al these are purchases that resound with scientific information of varying
forms. And this involves not only consumers who notice and judge scientific clams, but also
producers who make such claims and the consumer groups and environmental campaigners
who verify or contest them. It isin these everyday encounters with science and technology
that public perceptions may most frequently be shaped.

Some would also argue that it is through purchasing that the public can most successfully
influence future production, national competitiveness and even environmenta quality. But if
consumer sovereignty isto work in the face of complex scientific and technical information,
we need to understand how confidence is built in the credibility and relevance of

under pinning science and the organisations which communicate and commodify this science.

The project

W e are currently half-way through aresearch project to address these topics. The ams of
the project are:

1. to anayse and compare the strategies of private-sector operators in making scientific
claims about commercia goods and the roles of knowledge intermediaries, such as
NGOs (non-governmenta organisations), in vaidating or contesting these claims; in
short, why do companies want/need science?

2. to examine the public evaluation of these scientific clams and consider the
implications for perceived credibility and purchase decisions; in short, do consumers
believe company/NGO clams?

3. to analyse how scientific information is produced, monitored and audited along
product supply chains, especidly internationaly, asit is trandated from point of
origin to point of consumption in terms of its content, authority, affiliation and
specificity; in short, fow is science managed and transported?

4. to explore how being attached to product claims and consumption influences not
simply the business use of science but more widely the epistemic authority of science
in the public domain; in short, what does this mean for ‘science’ generally?

Academic debates

These questions are not only practica but aso relate to three big academic debates. Frstly,
how is science being democratised and politicised in the public sphere?W e need to explore
ideas like lay expertise, ‘citizen science’ and scientific connoisseur ship that might open up

and challenge science, as well as what now makes an ‘expert’ competent and credible in the
eyes of the public. This dso relates to debates about how consumption is being politicised -
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is buying or boycotting for political reasons now more important than voting? And how
does science figure in the development and marketing of commodities?

Secondly, the project will explore science as part of a product’s USP - its unique

selling point. This relates to arguments about how credible logos can be on products,
especidly where they ‘black-box’ scientific clams into unfamiliar or difficult-to-understand
terms. Sientific information and assurance schemes (often using complex certification
processes) have been set up to guarantee particular product qualities that consumers cannot
test for themselves, e.g. country of origin, organicaly produced, sustainably produced. How
do these work — and how well?

Thirdly, the role of ‘intermediaries in conveying scientific information is very interesting.
How do NGOs provide credibility and generate public trust in science and, particularly, in
scientific claims on products? This relates to academic debates about how scientific
credibility is built and maintained by different groups, particularly in contentious fields of
public policy. Some have argued that NGOs are well-placed to open up the ‘black-box’ of
science, to question scientific assumptions and justifications. We are particularly interested
in how NGOs build extended and heterogeneous networks and aliances in order to achieve
and sustain their credibility and the credibility of the products that they endorse. Isthere a
‘verification effect’ at work through endorsement of commercia products by third-party
‘independent’ bodies such as NGOs and charities?

Methodology

In the project, we are studying three sets of product clams in detail: clams about a
product’s point of origin and conditions of production, e.g. ‘sustainable’ timber; claims about
its point of consumption and conditions of application, e.g. ‘smart’ or ‘functionad’ foods, and
claims about both its conditions of production and its conditions of consumption, e.g.
‘organic’ vegetables. We are currently interviewing ‘scientific clams-makers and verifiers' for
these sets of clams, especialy companies that produce the products and NGOs (or
companies) that certify and endorse them. W e will shortly be doing focus groups with
consumers of these products, as well as a quantitative statement-sorting exercise, known as
Q methodology, to examine their views.

Roblems

W e anticipate a number of challenges to the research process. Arst, when trying to gain
access to the companies involved in the product chains that we are studying, it is often
difficult to identify key contacts (‘gatekeepers) from the outside, because many companies
are relatively ‘faceless. Once we have made contact, we aso have to negotiate
confidentiality, which can be tricky despite the fact that our research does not in any way
compromise commer cia secrecy. This is especialy important when we have to trace
product chains from production to retail, again facing difficulties of access and confidentiality
when working out the commercial linkages between companies nationaly and
internationally. Smilarly, we have to decide which consumers to include in our research and
offer them incentives and support for participating. Fnally, we have to negotiate the different
under standings of science in the different communities with which we will engage.
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Response from business panel

Aidan Nelson (Rail Safety and Sandards Board) described how the RS3 was set up after ralil
safety was removed from business (i.e. from Railtrack). Its problem is that railways have
many different users, who raise many different issues of credibility.

lan Blythe (Boots) suggested that there is an important distinction to be made between what
the public say and what the public do. For example, in the 1980s Boots introduced a line of
cutlery made from recycled plastic, because that is what the public said they wanted. The
cutlery looked, and was priced, like non-recycled proprietary brands. But the cutlery did not
sell. The public say they like recycling, but, in practice, the public equates recycled products
with poor products.

Anne Weir (Unilever) remembered a feature of the Monsanto affair: the company was
driven by CSR, but they were not reflective. At Unilever, they have been looking at the
efficacy of business labels, but want to move on and reach out more directly to consumers.
To locate gatekeepers, monitor public platforms, and see who in a company is taking.

Discussion following response from business panel

Roland Clift remarked that consumers trusted supermarkets to verify logos, including logos
that consumers do not understand.

Tom Eddy (Royd Commission on Environmental Pollution) said that most of the assurance
work that companies have to do comes from meeting supermarket regulations in order to
sell produce.

Lord Haskel told an informative anecdote about the marketing of stretchable fabrics. The
key issue was the attractiveness of the product.

Barrie Clarke suggested that case studies from the water industry were very helpful for
thinking through some of these issues. For example, the processing of sewage produces bio-
solids which then need to be used. This process is the best environmental route, but it is
very difficult to ‘sell’.

Methodology panel - What are the problems and opportunities presented by socia
research in the private sector?

Jne Gregory (UCL Department of Stience & Technology Sudies and the RSA Forum for
Technology, Citizens and the Market) contrasted her work for the Forum with her work in
academia. There are many differences of culture and practice that need to be acknowledged
in any collaboration between universities and industry. For aresearcher used to visiting
scientists in universities, who can be contacted directly, staff of businesses seem highly
inaccessible. It is often difficult to put a name to arole in abusiness, and to locate that
person geogr aphically — unlike academics, who can easily be found on the Internet. Often
enquiries of businesses are referred to a Press Office. If the person within the business can
be identified, they will be operating within a hierarchy which may control whom they may
speak to and what they can say. Even once an appointment has been fixed, the security
arrangements can be complex, and can seem intrusive to the visitor. Any data gathered by
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the research is likely to be subject to scrutiny beyond that of the person who provided it,
and often constraints placed on the use of the materia gathered will reduce the vaue of the
exercise from the researcher’s point of view. Saff of universities, on the other hand,
represent their own point of view and are free to give it — indeed, as public servants, they
have a duty to gve it. Jane Gregory aso suggested that the kind of critica discussion in
which academics routinely engage can seem aggressive or impolite to some people from
industry, and that this may be another areawhere the cultura difference needs to be
acknowledged.

Anna Carr agreed that access was a key issue. She aso suggested that academics could
consider how the companies might benefit from their research, and think about what was in
it for them — for both the company and the individual. If there are clear benefits for the
interviewee, perhaps in terms of reflection on their own practice, the research process can
flow much more smoothly. She also suggested that the assumptions different cultures make
about each other need to be carefully unpacked. Academics need to think about how they
typify the corporate sector asthere is great variety among the values and ams of people in
business. Anna Carr aso raised issues of confidentiality, and contrasted the rather formal
process involved in committing to confidentiality with a multinational corporation as
compared to the etiquette that serves the same purpose in other contexts. Often, for
academics, research is pointless unless the context of the research can at least be identified.

Kate Burningham regretted that research questions often cannot be properly understood
unless they can be identified with a company that can also be described and understood.
W here companies request anonymity, and could be identified from a description, this can
compromise the research.

Rob Doubleday (Cambridge University) argued that research questions which address
common interests can form a sound basis for cooperation between academics and
corporations. Power relations between the two are quite skewed. His research looked at
companies that had a stake in GM food and how those companies understood public
controversy. He found it difficult to get accessto companies, but thinking of questions that
were aready on the minds of the people in the companies often helped. S finding the right
guestions of mutual interest can ease access, and can aso be productive in research terms.

JDbss Tantram (TerraConsult) suggested that CSR is about understanding the socia context
for business. There are important business benefits to be gained from this under standing,
and here socid scientists have an important role to play.

Water Wehrmeyer suggested that access is a function of perceived interest in your
research gquestion in the company. This has two effects: it narrows the research agenda, and
it requires us to tailor our research to the interests of the company. This can either make
research appear to the public to be serving industry’s private interests, or simply make it
uninteresting. Although all institutions protect their own interests in this way, private
companies do so very powerfully.

SAly Eden said that academic seniority makes access easier, as does having funding in place —
it makesit clear that one is not looking for sponsorship. She argued that it isimportant to
keep companies informed about the progress and outcomes of research, and to get their
input to the process. Also, each party's preconceptions about the other should be
scrutinised, and an effort must be made to find a common language.
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Anne Weir argued strondy that a ‘them and us' conception is not goingto help the
development of constructive relations between academics and business.

Seve Rayner agreed that it is very important to avoid stereotyping, and to recognise the
variety within academic and within the corporate sector. Many corporations operate much
like public sector institutions, and are not as different as might be anticipated. Smilarly, many
academic ingtitutions are operating very much along corporate lines.

Business panel - What can we gain from socid research, and what can we
offer?

Aidan Nelson did not recognise the ‘them and us' characterisation. The Board enjoys a
range of relationships with academia, including having one staff member who is a visiting
professor. It aso has good links with academics in the USA. The railway industry buys in
expertise, and commissions research. However, relatively little of the Board's research
budget goesinto UK academia. Perhaps that indicates that it could improve its relations with
the universities. All the research it commissions can be published in academic journals, but
anonymity of sources is important for the protection of railway staff.

Anne W eir mentioned that Unilever has had great success with socia scientists, particularly
in the management of uncertainty and risk and in collaboration with Lancaster University,
for example. Academics have also helped to understand where we can legtimately go with
our science, for example in sustainable development. However, researchers need to
understand that individuals in business do not own their work but are managing it for
someone else, and often that relationship is what is protected by confidentiality. Perhaps
that could be handled better. There is nevertheless great potentid for sharing expertise.

Jbhn Ddton described how nuclear waste management has resolved into a primarily ethica
issue: it is highly value laden. Socid science is therefore very important in the management of
nuclear waste. Nirex has had very important input from socia scientists in developing the
ways in which it manages waste disposal, and there have been great changes a Nirex as a
result. Nirex is committed to publishing all of its research on its website, and operates the
Chatham House rule to protect the individua but reports on group meetings. It is
committed to listening to its shareholders and trying to understand the meaning behind the
words: socid research can help there. The company tries to make information accessible for
the public to engage with it, and encourages people to influence Nirex’s programme of
work.

Barrie Clarke urged academics to help make the case for sustainable solutions to water
supply problems. The water industry tries to deliver good ecologcd status and there are
many ways to do this. Sientific considerations are key, but there are aso attitudes and
values to be taken into account, and the water industry is beginning to buy in socia research
to explore this aspect. The potentia contribution of socia research is enormous. Barrie
Clarke asked the academics to find a clearer language for speaking to businesses, as much of
the discussion at this meeting had been in terms that are unfamiliar to people in the water
industry. He aso encouraged consideration of the consumer/citizen aspect of water
consumption, where individual behaviour can have a bigimpact on the common supply.
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Jbhn Fendek suggested that small companies have very specific ams, and research is very
expensive. S it is difficult to see how research can help small companies in the same way as
it can help bigger companies. Small companies have to survive as arule in the environment
that the bigger companies create.

Anna Thomas acknowledged that social issues are changing al the time and are difficult to
follow, which is where socia scientists might help a company facing issues that could
potentialy advance its business. Unilever does employ socia scientists, but there can be
prejudice against them amongst natura scientists, even in a progressive company. For this
reason, sometimes externa experts have more impact. Unilever recognises that a company
does not retain scientists unless it allows them to publish, and it does not stay ahead by
being secretive. The company is aso convinced that the socia sciences have alot to offer
industry.

Gary Kass (Office of Stience and Technology) endorsed this last point, and argued that
there is ademocratic imperative for publicly funded socia research to contribute to
industry. With regard to the differences between academics and industry, he suggested that
consultants can provide multidisciplinary teams to address issues in industry. Consultants
often provide aroute by which socia science is delivered to industry. But universities also
have the opportunity to transfer their knowledge directly.

Tim Aldrich (Forum for the Future) described his work with businesses on engagement or
on reporting to stakeholders. He is often asked about how to dea with stakeholder fatigue.
He suggested that the models used by businesses are sometimes unsophisticated, and that
there is red scope for socid scientists to do some innovative work that will take that agenda
forward. It will mean thinking more about the business landscape, and involve new
relationships between NGOs, universities and businesses, thinking in terms of interactions,
and more awareness of networks. The socia scientists who will enjoy working in businesses
are probably those who are also good at networking, and at communicating with people
who will have a variety of ideas about the best course of action.

Roland ClIift suggested that business can gain from a socia science approach, as well as from
socia science research. The University of Qurrey offers socia science courses for people
from businesses, and they take back to work with them an insight into social science thinking
which can broaden their business skills.

Gary Kass noted that the research councils have a skills requirement for PhD studentsto
know about the socia context and ethics of their work. This is being assessed for quality but
is currently neglected. Socia scientists could flag up this requirement and point out that they
can help researchersto meet it.
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mmary

Dr bn Agar, University of Cambridge and the RSA Forum for
Technology, Citizens and the Market

To quote Bvis Predey, what we need now is alittle less talk and alittle more action. We
need to think about how to take the social research into science and society issues that we
have heard today and turn it into something useful for business. This is a prominent theme
for the ESRC and for the RSA.

We started the day with presentations from Kate Burningham from Surrey University and
Sly Eden from Hull University. One point that came up many times was that there isa
perception of two different cultures. academic and corporate. But in this meeting we have
made a powerful connection between academics interested in the public dimensions of
science, and, from the private sector, the cream of institutions that have spent alot of time
thinking about public participation and have very sophisticated approachesto it. If we are dl
‘us here, who are the ‘them’?

The typica science-based company is small and business-to-business, and unlike a company
such as Nirex, represented here today, it does not spend much time thinking about public
participation issues because it lacks the resources to do so. S to go from tak to action we
must answer the question: how do we engage these companies in the kinds of conversations
that we have had here? As Kate Burningham has told us, size is the biggest factor in
willingness to engage. So what are the prospects for smal business-to-business companies?
The answer to this question will have practical consequences for how we do research.

W e have heard much good advice from our companies, but there remain many practical
chdlenges. For astart, there are some common sense recommendations. For example, we
have to be careful about language, since one person’s ordinary conversation may be
someone else’s jargon, and jargon can be a big obstacle preventing authentic and effective
engagement.

One result from the RSA Forum’s resear ch substantidly confirms what both Kate
Burningham and Sly Eden have shown: there are many routes to public participation and an
unappreciated variety of methods. Furthermore, the difference between the private sector
and the public sector which ultimately comes from the profit motive has consequences for
how we should recommend forms of public engagement. Private companies have very
specific aims: they produce specific products, for specific markets, and are constantly and
under standably aware of the bottom line.

We kept that focus in mind when we drew up our guidance for science-based companies on
public engagement. Our guidance tells companies where to find advice and how to work out
their own route towards authentic and effective public engagement, alowing companies
freedom to navigate precisely because it is very difficult to generalise best practice. W e built
in afeedback loop, so that different companies can share their experiences in usingthe
guidance and compare their routes towards public engagement, thereby deepening the pool
of experience for future companies to draw on.
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Responses

Seve Rayner said that experience shows that there are differences between public and
private sector institutions due to the profit motive, but day to day practice is as much
formed by socia relations within institutions as it is by the profit motive. Some corporations
operate very much like government departments, some universities operate in corporate
style. So one should perhaps look at institutions in a more fine-grained way, and show how
institutions’ interna workings structure their externd relations.

Kevin Burchell (London School of Economics) noted that bn Agar

highlighted the difference between large and small companies, but how about other
parameters, such as how novel or contentious atechnology is?His own research
suggests that companies involved with more contentious technologies are less
willing to engage with the public.

Seve Rayner asked whether, in the business-to-business relationship, whether al businesses
needed to engage with the public.

Dbn Agar responded that they do because citizens do have aright to engage in the whole
process by which science comes to market. But businesses in a business-to-business chan
have responsibilities to each other — other businesses are their public —and how the public
fitsin is difficult to see for the businesses whose responsibility it would be to engage with
them.

Seve Rayner suggested that we should look at the role the supermarkets have played in the
UK in keeping GM products off the shelf. The direct relationship of the supermarket to the
consumer has been very powerful in enacting the public will on this issue.

Dbn Agar agreed that not every business can engage with every public. To return to Seve
Rayner’s original point: rather than scientific connoisseur ship, what about encouragng
‘public values' connoisseur ship in businesses? Such an approach would solve the magor
problem with public engagement models: the problem of resources. The resources needed
to encourage public values connoisseur ship among al businesses, big and small, would be far,
far less than the resources needed to encourage scientific connoisseur ship among the wider
population. In short, public values connoisseur ship would be a more efficient way of
addressing science and society relations than the relatively cumbersome public engagement.

George Gaskell argued that if people have vaues they have to be able to attach those in
some way to potentia futures that come out of science. They have to have some inkling of
the way in which a scientific development is going to impinge on society. Take stem cell
cloning. Lots of people who know nothing about stem cells joined in that debate. That
debate will not be solved through scientific discussion. But one has to be interested and
have some level of knowledge in order to be motivated to join that debate. The intersection
between knowledge and values is surely the reason why these issues have increasing
prominence.
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Seve Rayner reminded the meeting of the wider context of concern about governance.
People have aright to contribute to governance, but who are we to say that people should
contribute?

Gary Kass commented that we have a culture where science tends to dominate discussion -
for example, regulatory structures tend to concentrate on science and wider values get
negected. That is why public participation is important for governance. It can aso be used
for planning and setting the agenda, rather than just as aresponse once things have gone
awry.

Aidan Nelson noted that throughout the recent debate on railway safety,

the industry has maintained its forma license to operate, but has not

maintained its informal license to operate. Some sectors of the public do not
consider the railways to be a safe, well-run industry. So it is this informal consent
that the industry is looking for, and accessing public values is part of that.

Social scientists can help industry achieve that.

George Gaskell closed the meeting with thanks to al contributors.
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