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MM oo dd ee rr nn   sscc ii ee nn tt ii ff ii cc   aa nn dd   tt ee cchh nn oo ll oo gg ii ccaa ll   ii ssssuu ee ss   rr ee qq uu ii rr ee   aa nn   ee nn ll aa rr gg ee mm ee nn tt   oo ff   dd ee mm oo ccrr aa tt ii cc   

pp rr aa cc tt ii ccee ss ::   

In modern societies, top down modes of decision by policy makers in the realm of scientific and 

technological issues (even though based on debates at the parliament level) are less and less easily 

accepted by the population. It is not that citizens do not give credence to their scientists performing 

laboratory research or testifying as experts, but because they feel more and more affected in their daily 

life by science based technological developments ï sometimes with long term consequences. ñEven in 

long-established democracies, people do not feel that they have ownership of, control over, or even 

much influence on the technologies that are exploited by their governments and by commercial 

enterprisesò (PVS, p. 12). They want their voice to be heard.  The informed consent of the public is 

thus increasingly needed and sought to select and implement the correct science-based solutions.  

Accordingly, the organization of the dialogue between science and society is of vital importance to 

policy-makers.   

This dialogue between science and society at large has, until recently, largely been based on the 

ñdeficit modelò, in which the public was perceived as having an inadequate understanding of the 

methods and results of science.  In this model, public acceptance of top-down decisions regarding key 

issues (such as climate change, genetic engineering, nuclear waste management, etc.) depends on one-

way communication and education.  The model has, however, shown its limits, as the connections 

between the science world and the various stakeholders become more and more intricate: Education, 

Industry, Culture, Media, Policy makers, Internal and External Defence.  What appears increasingly 

required is a true bi-directional dialogue, going beyond traditional science education or simply 

securing the unquestioning acceptance by citizens of scientifically validated truths. 

But government and institutions can go beyond simply responding to the publicôs requests.  They 

should anticipate them; in fact, create the public with which they can dialogue.  ñPublics are never 

simply there, and just in need of being invited to participate, but are constructed and performed 

through the very process of involving them in one way or anotherò (TEKSS, p. 53). 

The goal of the present workshop is to bring together policymakers, science advisers and 

representatives of research institutions, to exchange and evaluate the experiences gained in various 

countries, to open perspectives on the ways and means to modernize science governance practices.  

The reflection will contribute, it is hoped, to bringing together science policy makers and the public in 

general and to improve the democratic process.  But at the same time they should ensure that excessive 

pressure from lobbies or interest groups does not distort the debates.  To let the participative 

consultations develop without rules would be to surrender to the logic of power, and to exclude the 

weakest.  

The workshop discussions will be the basis for the drafting of a policy-level report for the Global 

Science Forum. 



 

RRaa tt ii oo nn aa ll ee ,,   oo bb jj ee cc tt ii vv ee ss ,,   pp aa rr tt ii cc ii pp aa nn tt ss   oo ff   aa   dd ii aa ll oo gg uu ee   ww ii tt hh   ssoo cc ii ee tt yy   oo nn   sscc ii ee nn tt ii ff ii cc   ii ssssuu ee ss   
 

Preliminary remarks 

Objectives: What is researched is an enlargement of the debate along two dimensions.  The first is to 

extend the source of knowledge to include know-how and questions of the society outside the 

laboratories.  The second is the recognition, for every new technology that is developed, of the 

emergence of new groups of stakeholders (neighbors, patients, etc.).  Let us give here just one example 

of the need to extend the sources of knowledge: the debate about nuclear waste repositories in France.  

The wine-growers of southern France opposed the idea that the image of the atom might be linked in 

whatever way to the wine that they are producing and exporting.  Even if the deeply buried nuclear 

wastes are absolutely safe, they claimed, no one can impede foreign consumers from making the link 

between the localisation of vineyards and the proximity of a nuclear waste site.  ñEven if these 

suspicious foreigners did not think of it by themselves, malicious competitors would give them this 

idea at once.ò (AMI, p. 202).  The fact that experts may attest that vineyards in natural conditions are 

submitted to natural radiation much greater than any possible contamination from the nuclear waste 

will not change the wine-growers minds.  These differences in attitude help to understand that, despite 

the expertôs advice in favour of deep burying of nuclear wastes, the population favours methods such 

as storage at low depths, because of its reversible character. 

Context:  a) The practice of participative consultations is much more rooted in the tradition  of 

northern European countries (direct democracy) than in the Mediterranean countries, more used to a 

representative delegation for decisions.  This has a strong impact on the feasibility and success of wide 

consultations depending on the targeted public. 

b) Organizers should have an acute knowledge of the different mentalities of their interlocutors.  

ñPopper used to insist on the necessary asceticism of scientists: there is no science out of the obsession 

of introducing conjectures, and not promoted by a will of knowledge.  By training, the scientist takes 

his distances from the opinionò (AMI, p. 145).  The non-specialized public reacts to proposals or 

reports on technological advances in a much more emotional way than the circles of rationalist 

science specialists, or political decision-makers.  In particular, the particular emotional conditions of 

the risk assessment by the public, depending on their own secure or insecure environment, should be 

taken into consideration.  

c) It has often been emphasized that it is advisable to organize the debates as much at an upstream 

stage (when the technology is still in its infancy, and the research programs and technological choices 

are not yet frozen (for instance, the numerous participative processes organized on nanotechnologies).  

Yet this has to be balanced with the fact that the public is ready to engage itself only in so far as it 

feels personally concerned.  It seems that such upstream engagement should be matched with a more 

selective panel of participants.  

d) There are arguments that governments, even while actively fostering the dialogue between the 

various stakeholders and the citizens, are more efficient when delegating the organization of debates 

rather than directly organizing consultations.  The Royal Society in the United Kingdom or NAS in the 

United States, Technological Assessment Boards in various countries or provinces (Norway, 

Denmark, Flandersé) have such authority.  The French experience of the ñGrenelle de 

lôEnvironnementò is a counter-example (see insert 3, p. 19)  

e) General NGOs such as AAAS in the United States or Euroscience in Europe have begun to take part 

in, or occasionally to organize, public debates.  At AAAS half-day events at the occasion of annual 

meetings are organized on such subjects as climate change, GMOs, stem cells, evolutionism versus 

creationism, etc., but we are clearly at the beginning of this action that should be developed in these 



institutions.  In the United States ñAmerica Speaksò is organizing participative debates.  There exists 

an equivalent association in Canada. 

Participants: There are many variant methods but two major generic options for the selection of 

participants.  In some events, one selects a group of ñnaµveò citizens, as representatives of the nation at 

large in its diversity and generally not having made up their minds about the subject in question.  A 

preliminary phase of education of the panel to the relevant S&T and its context (uncertainties and/or 

risks) is then necessary before the event itself.  In other events, the selection is limited to 

representatives of the various groups of stakeholders (TEKSS 59).   

Dealing with committed NGOs: For most interviewees in this study, the role of engaged 

associations, which, typically, are opposed to the proposed solution, is important but difficult to 

manage.  Two (not exclusive) solutions can be envisaged: to edict very strict rules for the type (ex: 

advance written notification) and time of contributions, and also to dispose of very competent and 

authoritarian moderators.  Others prefer to exclude from the beginning participations of such NGO 

militants, reserving the participation to individuals without popularized engagements.  We must 

recognize that with the multiplication of debates about environment, health or food safety, NGOs 

became more and more present on the stage (AMI, p. 121).  Soon they understand that in order to 

change the research agendas, they have to irrupt onto the stage and take a seat at the table of experts 

(even when they havenôt been invited). 

Scientific and Medical Institutions ï although usually benefiting from them ï usually fear the lobbying 

power of patient associations that may, in their opinion, bias their research agendas.  On the other 

hand, the rise and participation of patient associations is one of the most striking examples of the 

evolution of the stakeholder landscape.  For example, the creation in France of AFM (Association 

Française des Myopathies) changed the situation a great deal.  Not only did it shed light onto the 

patients and their families, but it contributed to moving the research agendas to diseases that were both 

rare and ñorphansò, leading for instance to the discovery of the infantile spinal amyotrophy gene 

(AMI , p. 106).  Patient associations also debated whether to modify the standard laboratory procedure 

for testing new medications (the double blind test procedure) (AMI, p. 257). 
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Preliminary remarks 

There already exists a large reservoir of experiences of bi-directional dialogues, using a wide variety 

of methods, ranging from consensus conferences to experts panel conferences, mobilizing the 

unprepared public at large, selected juries submitted to an instruction process, or selected panels of 

experts (insert 1, p.  16).  Depending on the detailed method, such consultations are aimed at issuing 

simple advisory conclusions, up to mandatory reports to executive instances or to parliamentary 

debates.  These varied methods form in fact a continuum of tools that can be tailored to the 

circumstances of the consultation. 

Subjects covered: for a partial list of issues, let us mention: GMOs, BSE (mad cow disease), nuclear 

wastes, depleted uranium arms, cellular phones, nanotechnology, reprocessing of household wastes, 

asbestos, tobacco, genetic diseases, cancer, Alzheimerôs disease, stem cells, climate change, fishing 

quotas, brain sciences (the ñmeeting of mindsò initiative of the Baudouin foundation), transportation, 

evolutionism versus creationism, the future of water resources, the future of food supply, etc..  Every 

day the list becomes longer. 

The various methods presented here have each their own advantages according to the subject at stake, 

depending in particular on the upstream/downstream situation of the subject, its technical/societal 

content, the risk/uncertainties balance attached to it, the need to enlarge the research program beyond 

the laboratories, and the need to foster the constitution of stakeholder associations (groups).  



Conditions of success: During the preparation of this workshop, many interviewees (see list in 

appendix) insisted on the following point.  For the success of a consultation, the neutrality and 

professionalism of the organizing body is of vital importance.  In some countries (notably those of 

northern Europe) such bodies already exist, generally originating from think tanks: IFOK in Germany 

and Denmark, DEMOS or Science Media Centre in England.  In France the relative absence of such 

bodies partly motivated the Ministry of Research to create a special academic institute: the IHEST 

(Institut des Hautes Etudes pour la Science et la Technologie), complementary to other organs of 

expertise training and consultation.  At the European level the CIPAST project had the same 

orientation.  

The choice of a competent mediator is also crucial for the success of the enterprise.  The optimal 

background for such a mediator seems rather to be social sciences or philosophy, rather than 

journalism, for reasons explained below (refer to the paragraph on media). 

The CIPAST Program: CIPAST (Citizen Participation in Science and Technology) is a three-year 

program sponsored by the EU, coordinated by the Cit® des Sciences et de lôIndustrie.  The CIPAST 

Platform aimed at bringing together different families of experienced actors from organizations with 

significant experience in the use of participatory procedures in scientific and technological issues.  

CIPAST has organized in particular two European training workshops (Dresden, 2006, and Naples, 

2007).  More information on CIPAST activities can be found at www.cipast.org.  Twelve 

organizations from seven countries cooperated for an improved cross-cooperation between European 

actors of participative procedures
*
.  

Advisory committees: Advisory committees are already widely implanted in the governance practice 

of many governments and S&T agencies.  Although they canôt be considered as a form of participative 

procedure, they present a number of advantages that should be taken into consideration.  One of them 

is the competence and the continuity of the process, in contrast to consensus conferences, for instance.  

They facilitate the search for a consensus, but do not give enough room for the participation of 

emergent groups.  Moreover, the government or S&T agencies usually strictly limit their areas of 

responsibility.  

                                           
*Cit® des Sciences et de lôIndustrie (France), Danish Board of Technology (Denmark), Rathenau Institute 

(Netherlands), Città della Scienza (Italy), Deut sches Hygienemuseum (Germany) , Institut Nati onal pour la  
Santé et la Recherche Médicale  (France) , Institut National de la Recherche Agronomique (France), Centre 

for the Stud y of Democracy (United Kingdom), Science -Society Interface (Switzerland ), Association pour la 
recherche et le développement des  méthodes et processus industriels (France), Fondation Nationale des 

Sciences Politiques (France), Bonn Science Shop (Germany) ,  
 

http://www.cipast.org/


Insert 1: Comparative chart for participatory methods  

 

(from PMT :ñParticipatory Methods Toolkit, a practitionerôs manual.  King Baudouin Foundation 

and Flemish Institute for Science and Technology Assessment.ò) 

 


