[image: image1.png]


Professor Glynis Breakwell, Vice-Chancellor

University of Bath

Designing Public Engagement with S & T

Science & Society Forum – 16 October 2001
Name
Glynis Breakwell



Organisation
Vice Chancellor

The University of Bath

Phone:
01225 826262

Email:
D.Urbahn@bath.ac.uk

Relevant websites
The University of Bath 

www.bath.ac.uk



Title of presentation:
Designing Public Engagement with S&T 

Funder

(if appropriate)


Summary
This paper addresses some very basic questions concerning the design of public engagement with science and technology.  This is an area which is understood better in theory than in practice.  It is important that what is understood about the methods for designing modes of public engagement with Science & Technology is put into practice. 

Four questions need to be considered when addressing this issue:

What is meant by engagement with science and technology?  It could be argued to encompass:



· knowledge/understanding 

· acceptance (i.e. tolerance without conscious evaluation)

· support or rejection (i.e. active evaluation in one direction or another)

· use (i.e. some form of involvement






These possible aspects do not form any sort of sequence of engagement.  Use, for instance, does not presuppose knowledge.

Engagement could also be considered to involve specific types of evaluation or use, including participation in the process of decision-making about that science or technology.

What is meant by science and technology ?  It could be at one of two levels:

· generic





· specific


Within these levels, the science/ technology might be well-established or innovative.

What is meant by ‘the public’ ?  It is clear that:

· there is no single public

· there are ‘publics’  - heterogeneous, definable and open to characterisation

What is the context ?  

Engagement takes place against a particular backdrop.  The public anchors any new experience of science or technology is a wealth of past experience and understandings. 

The design for engagement should depend upon the answers to these questions.  There is no short cut, no panacea.  The questions must be answered systematically.  So: for instance, engagement driven by the desire to achieve ‘knowledge’ (i.e. understanding) may result in the need for a different design for intervention from that aimed at support or use.

The idea that engagement would inevitably involve all 4 forms (i.e. knowledge, acceptance, evaluation, and use) is open to challenge.  It is clearly possible to achieve use without understanding and vice-versa.  Yet irrespective of the type of engagement, the subject of engagement or those engaged, or the background, certain issues in designing the exchange will need to be considered.  Achieving engagement is primarily about communication and the questions to be asked flow from this.  Some prime questions include:

1. what should be the content of message that initiates engagement ?

2. what should be the form of this message (i.e. type of medium)? 

3. what should be the source of message (i.e. the persons or institutions associated with it)?

4. what timescale is needed for the message(i.e. its rate of dissemination and extent of repetition?

5. should the message be delivered to solitary individuals or to members of a group communally?

We know from social psychological  research a lot about message impact, variations with audience, dependent upon these 5 parameters.  [Illustrations are given in the paper to support this.]  But everything we know is also only generalizable to a degree.  It depends upon the outcome required, the subject-matter communicated and the audience addressed.

The key to designing good interactions in public engagement with S & T is to determine the answers to the basic questions.  Every decision about the design of the process of engagement flows from the answers generated.  For example, it is easy to imagine that the approach needed to affect knowledge of a selected willing fee concerning a highly specific aspect of technology would be very different from that needed to effect use of a broad band of technology by the masses of the sceptical. 

The development of an engagement strategy needs to be specific, it should be customised.  The one clear stipulation possible:  any design should be able to answer the basic questions – you must start by knowing what you wish to achieve.
The problem then is in matching standard approaches to real objectives and knowing when the job is done.  Whether it is done, is a matter for evaluation and this is something Professor Petts discusses in her paper.
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