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NUFFIELD COUNCIL ON BIOETHICS 
 
Consultation on emerging biotechnologies 
 
Response from the British Science Association 
The focus of the British Science Association is on public engagement, and our 
response is limited to the specific questions relating to this: 
 
15 What role should public opinion play in the development of policy around 
emerging biotechnologies? 
 
The question as stated rather limits the focus to public ‘opinion’, and it is important to 
understand what lies behind this in terms of public knowledge, values, aspirations, 
concerns and likely behaviours. Ultimately, emerging technologies will only flourish if 
they have sufficient public support and public trust in the way they are developed, 
implemented and regulated. Public opinion should not be taken for granted simply 
because advocates of a particular technology can see enormous potential benefits 
in their terms. Understanding public opinion, and what lies behind it, is essential for 
policy development that will carry public support (though this is not restricted to 
emerging technologies). 
 
16 What public engagement activities are, or are not, particularly valuable with 
respect to emerging biotechnologies? How should we evaluate public 
engagement activities? 
 
In the light of the response to Q15, the response to these questions depends on the 
context and the intended purpose(s) for public engagement. Using the 
‘engagement triangle’ model developed by the Science for All group 
(http://interactive.bis.gov.uk/scienceandsociety/site/all/2010/09/23/publicengagem
ent- 
for-science-and-society-a-conversational-tool/) valid purposes for 
public engagement could encompass the following (and these are not exhaustive): 
 
Receive: 
 
· To measure public views quantitatively and robustly on an issue (e.g. via 
representative surveys), and any recent changes in them, in advance of 
policy decisions being taken 
 
· To gauge likely public reactions to a reasonably developed policy, informing 
its subsequent presentation 
 
Transmit: 
 
· To build support for a given technology, in advance of policy announcements 



· To explain the rationale behind a chosen policy, counter misconceptions 
about it and build support for it 

 
Collaborate: 

· To explore possible policy options with public participants, using the insight 
gained to inform policy decisions and expand options on the table  

 
The state of development of a particular technology will also have a substantial 
impact on the purpose and types of public engagement likely to be appropriate. 
 
For example, where a technology is already quite well advanced (e.g. many 
aspects of GM), public engagement might focus on clear communication of a 
specific policy decision or implementation of a technology, or it might concentrate 
on a consultation on a particular option or set of options (e.g. in relation to non-GM 
alternatives). Equally, it is possible that discussion of issues relating to GM might 
emerge from a wider consultation on a topic such as global food security, in the 
context of agricultural and commercial practices. 
 
Where a technology is still in the early stages of exploration (e.g. synthetic biology), 
more exploratory, open and discursive consultation and collaborative dialogue will 
be relevant, and has indeed recently taken place. 
 
The types of public engagement activity may therefore vary enormously, from clear 
communication through different opinion, social and market research processes to 
deliberative dialogue such as citizen’s juries and consensus conferences. 
 
Appropriate evaluation then follows the choice of objective and nature of the 
public engagement activity. 
 
17 Is there something unique about emerging biotechnologies, relative to other 
complex areas of government policy making, that requires special kinds of public 
engagement outside the normal democratic channels? 
 
It is unclear what is meant here by ‘outside the normal democratic channels’. We 
would argue that open public discourse, and public engagement in its various 
forms, very much forms part of the normal democratic channels. 
 
Public dialogue and consultation on a range of different technologies has indicated 
that many matters of public interest and concern are common to them, regardless 
of whether or not they contain a ‘bio’ component. However, it does seem that 
public perceptions of ‘nature’ and what is seen as ‘natural’ differentiate 
biotechnologies, and indeed any technology interfering intimately with biological 
systems, including humans, from other technologies. In the 2011 Public Attitudes to 
Science survey, 56% agreed that ‘people shouldn’t tamper with nature’ (despite the 
fact that we have been doing that at least since the dawn of agriculture). 
Addressing these deep-seated feelings does not perhaps require special kinds of 
public engagement, but does imply the need for more attention to appropriate 
public engagement at all stages of technology development than might otherwise 
be the case. It also implies the need for scientists to be aware of and reflect on 
these questions. 
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