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Introduction

Innogen is the ESRC Centre for Social and Economic Research on Innovation in Genomics, based at the University of Edinburgh. It is part of the ESRC Genomics Network, three Centres across the UK studying the evolution of genomics and life sciences and their far-reaching social and economic implications.  The governance of science and innovation and the role of participatory policy-making are key themes within Innogen’s research programme.  We also undertake a range of applied and policy-oriented research and consultancy projects (including the management of the risk package within OST’s current Foresight project on the Detection and Identification of Infectious Diseases, DIID).

This response to the OST’s consultation on its Guidelines on Scientific Analysis in Policy Making has been prepared by Dr Catherine Lyall and Professor Joyce Tait of the ESRC Innogen Centre, in consultation with the Centre’s Co-Directors, Professor David Wield, Professor of Innovation and Development, Open University and Professor Robin Williams, Director of the Institute for the Study of Science Technology and Innovation, University of Edinburgh
. 

Our response takes the form of some observations on the OST’s draft text, organised under the headings used in the draft, followed by our responses to the two main consultation questions.  Some additional reference material that we believe may be relevant is included in an appendix.
Early identification

Too often there is an illusion that applied, policy-oriented research is like turning on or turning off the tap from which all knowledge flows but in reality research cannot just be turned on at will to provide solutions to policy-makers.  We would therefore endorse many of the recommendations made in the Council for Science and Technology’s (CST’s) report, Policy through Dialogue
.  In particular, we support the need to foster a culture change within government where continuous dialogue – rather than ad hoc consultation – is seen as a normal part of government’s policy development processes on science- and technology-related issues.  Such an ongoing relationship with relevant experts, the public and their representative groups should be an integral part of departmental ‘Horizon Scanning’ and would obviate much of the need to deal with ‘breaking news’, as policy-makers would be much less likely to be taken unawares by upcoming issues. 

Cross-departmental issues

The effective handling of scientific issues that cross departmental boundaries is vital.  Nasty surprises can often occur in the cracks between departments.  Cross departmental issues are becoming more difficult to manage as the complexity of multi-actor, multi-level policy-making in science and technology increases.  OST has an essential co-ordination role to play in such cases and we believe that this should be made more explicit in the Guidelines.  (We would cite, as an example, a recent case in Scotland where it proved difficult to access funding for research on E. coli O157: the Department of Health could not fund the research because it involved animals rather than humans and the Environment and Rural Affairs Department had difficulties because it was an issue that affected human, rather than animal health.)

Which experts?

When selecting which ‘experts’ to involve, government must be alert to the range of commitments and biases that advisers may bring.  Among both social and natural scientists are many individuals who have strong personal commitments and potential biases arising from a career in, membership of, or sympathies with various pressure groups and interests.  Their research may be funded by an independent research council or charity but the research outcomes may still be biased by the opinions and motivations of the researchers.  In general, bias arising from people’s membership of pressure groups is less likely to be remarked upon than the potential for bias amongst industry stakeholders or those funded by them. However, the research in question often contributes to decision-making in the same political arenas as that funded by industry.

Bias is inevitable, whether it arises from career-based motivations, financial considerations or personal value systems, or as is more usual, a combination of all three.  These points have been strongly emphasised by social scientists working on the social construction of science and knowledge.  The problems we now face in using research as a basis for evidence informed decision-making are related to our failure, having arrived at this basic understanding of the social construction of science, to develop strategies, procedures and criteria to evaluate the quality of the available evidence from both social and natural sciences, particularly where there are conflicts of interests or values.  

Asking the right questions and involving the right people

Policy-makers must be aware of the difficulty in reaching consensus when lay members are consulted on decisions related to science and technology.  The ‘public’ is not a homogeneous group.  If you have ten different people on a panel, they can have ten different views and they cannot all be satisfied.  Lay members may also need to be briefed about technical issues and policy choices and this introduces the risk of imposing other people’s agendas (for example, it may encourage a tendency to look at a new technology as something that is automatically risky).  We must therefore be very careful about what expectations we raise about lay involvement.  Moreover, there is a clear need for effective feedback so that those consulted can understand how their input is analysed in order to demonstrate how external contributions influence policy.  Again, we would warn of the dangers of raising expectations about public engagement without subsequent feedback and the consequent ‘consultation fatigue’ and disenchantment that this can engender.

Viable governance systems depend on dialogue, the involvement of a requisite variety of institutions and the prevention of institutional polarisation.  In the current trend towards public engagement there is a risk that policy-makers might downplay the significance of maintaining a dialogue with other important stakeholder groups, such as those from industry and technical specialist communities, in issues to do with science and technology. However, dialogue should not become a delaying tactic or a substitute for clear decision-making by governments departments. 

Handling the advice

At one level, new modes of governance are being developed with the twin aims of greater stakeholder involvement in policy decisions and, at the same time, a sounder evidence base for such decisions
.  The above remarks illustrate some of the reasons why these two aims may be incompatible.  

In complex, often poorly characterised areas, there may be no consensus on the relevance of particular areas of scientific expertise. Various scientific disciplines will compete for a voice and an influence on decision-making and policy-makers will need guidance on how to discriminate among these competing demands. Such guidelines should be used, not to exclude inputs from particular disciplines, but to weight inputs according to the appropriateness of the expertise. They should include a warning against too ready an assumption about which areas of expertise might be relevant in a particular case.  These important aspects are not adequately addressed in the current draft.
Consultation Question 1

Peer review and publication can be important factors in the robustness of the evidence used by government departments in policy making decisions, so:

· What should the CSA guidelines say about this?  Should we say that best practice is for each department being responsible for ensuring all research/evidence is peer reviewed unless there are very exceptional circumstances?  What might those circumstances be?

· How should we deal with ‘breaking news’ where the new evidence might be radically different?  

· How should policy makers mitigate the impact of radical evidential change on existing bodies of evidence?

· Should we suggest they attempt a fast track peer review in parallel and share with key experts who can seek to replicate?

While peer review is undeniably desirable, it is not always feasible perhaps for reasons of timescale, confidentiality, or the fact that applied research may often be published as ‘grey literature’ rather than in peer reviewed academic journals.  Such issues point to the importance of having reference groups (such as the Science Group currently advising the DIID Foresight project) or undertaking thorough systematic reviews of policy documents.  
As noted above, we believe that steps can be taken to lessen the impact of ‘breaking news’ by developing a culture of ongoing dialogue with a wide range of stakeholders.  

Where there is a conflict of views, a balance must be struck: while it is reasonable to give greatest weight to issues on which there is a consensus, history has shown that it is also important not to marginalise lone voices.

Above all, seeking to develop standardised operating guidelines is a fruitless task.  Such an approach focuses on single factor, simplistic responses but the answers to the hard questions generated by science in the public sphere are always complex and multi-factorial and must be treated on a case-by-case basis.
Consultation Question 2

Departmental use of the guidelines will be difficult to measure.  The guidelines are principle based and in most cases will be woven into departmental guidance on better policy making.  It is also important to recognise that departments are subject to a considerable amount of evaluation already, so:

· How should we evaluate?  Do we simply say here that OST will work with senior policy makers in each department to ensure that the principles of the guidelines are fully embedded in departmental policy procedures?

· Do we say this will be followed up in greater detail under Science and Innovation Strategy Assessments?

· Should we suggest we will sample significant policy documents/publications to see what they tell us?

This issue demands culture change within the civil service, not performance measurement.  Again we would refer to the CST’s report (footnote 2), and support their view that government should create mechanisms that enable the development of a corporate or institutional memory based on formal and informal evaluations of dialogue processes that have been used to inform science and technology policy (what we, as academics, would term “policy learning”).  As CST notes, this would require sharing of information across government and its non-departmental public bodies and a central resource that draws together evaluations and case studies, and makes this information easily available to others.  We would go further and recommend (i) that such lesson learning should not be limited to UK experience but include international perspectives and experience
; and (ii) that policy-makers undertake a thorough de-briefing after significant science and technology related policy debates (such as GM Nation?).  These exercises should be facilitated by a range of external, independent advisers (not advocates who have been involved in the debate) who are expert in such lesson drawing.  
In summary, we believe that there is much that can be supported in the OST’s proposals.  Nevertheless, we would reiterate the need to foster cultural change which embeds engagement, learning and effective co-ordination of cross-cutting issues within the policy-making process, as the issues generated by the governance of science and technology are too complex to use a simple, ‘one size fits all’ approach.  
Dr Catherine Lyall 
c.lyall@ed.ac.uk 
Tel: +44 (0) 131 650 9106

Professor Joyce Tait
joyce.tait@ed,.ac.uk
Tel: +44 (0) 131 650 9174




ESRC Innogen Centre, University of Edinburgh, High School Yards, Edinburgh, EH1 1LZ    
www.innogen.ac.uk
Appendix

Bruce, A., Lyall, C. and Laurie, G., “The Roles of Values and Interests in Evidence-based Policy Approaches” (Submitted to Evidence and Policy)

Innogen (2003), Precaution and Progress: Lessons from the GM Dialogue, Report from Innogen Annual Conference 13 November 2003 http://assets.innogen.ac.uk/assets_innogen/dynamic/1121774290122/innogen-2003-conference-report.pdf
Lyall, C. and Tait, J. (2005), “Shifting Policy Debates and the Implications for Governance” in Lyall, C. and Tait, J. (eds.) (2005), New Modes of Governance.  Developing an Integrated Policy Approach to Science, Technology, Risk and the Environment, Aldershot, Ashgate.

Tait, J. (2001), “More Faust than Frankenstein: The European Debate about Risk Regulation for Genetically Modified Crops”, Journal of Risk Research 4(2):175-189.
� It does not, therefore, represent the views of all academic staff employed within the ESRC Innogen Centre nor those of the ESRC Genomics Network as a whole.


� Council for Science and Technology (2005), Policy through dialogue: informing policies based on science and technology. 


� Lyall, C. and Tait, J. (eds.) (2005), New Modes of Governance.  Developing an Integrated Policy Approach to Science, Technology, Risk and the Environment, Aldershot, Ashgate.





� With the caveat that wholesale adoption of policies developed overseas, which have not been specifically tailored to the UK context, are rarely successful.
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