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How engagement helps to sensitise HEIs and their staff and 

students to social and ethical issues, and to stay ‘in tune’ 

with wider social concerns  

 
Three quarters of the public believe that academics should listen more to what ordinary people think 
and over half believe that scientists pay insufficient attention to potential risks.  Seeking to discuss 
issues with the public and to listen to their aspirations and concerns is a requirement in the new 
Universal Ethical Code.  Engaging with the public helps staff and students to better understand these 
kinds of social and ethical concerns and the implications for their own work.  
 

 

 

Evidence:  

1. ‘Towards a better map: Science, the public and the media’, (ESRC, 2009)  

This ESRC study found that 35-45% typically express concerns that science and technology is 

developing 'too fast', and 55-75% that scientists pay insufficient attention to potential risks. 

2.  ‘Public Attitudes to Science 2008’, Research Councils UK / DIUS  

RCUK and the then Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) ran the third national 
survey into Public Attitudes to Science in 2008.  While noting many areas of positive improvement in 
public understanding and appreciation, the report noted the public demand and expectations that 
research science and scientists should be more open about their work, be accountable to the public 
for public money invested, and understand and respond to public priorities. For example: 

 only 21% of the public agree that 'the public is sufficiently involved in decisions about 

science and technology' 

 78% of the public agreed that 'we ought to hear about potential new areas of science and 

technology before they happen, not afterwards' 

 79% of the public felt that the Government should act in accordance with public concerns 

about science and technology 

 74% felt that scientists should listen more to what ordinary people think. 

 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/Images/Mapdocfinal_tcm6-5505.pdf
http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/per/pas.htm
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3.    ‘Rigour, Respect, Responsibility. A Universal Ethical Code for Scientists’, GOS / DIUS 2007  

In the UK, the Government Office for Science / Department of Business, Innovation and Skills has 

published a Universal Ethical Code for Scientists: ‘Rigour, Respect, Responsibility’. The Responsibility 

principle is about responsible communication, listening and informing, and the first point is to "Seek 

to discuss the issues that science raises for society. Listen to the aspirations and concerns of others."  

The European Charter for Researchers (and Code of Conduct) was adopted by the European 

Commission in March 2005, and also contains a principle on public engagement that states that 

"Researchers should ensure that their research activities are made known to society at large in such 

a way that they can be understood by non-specialists, thereby improving public understanding of 

science. Direct engagement with the public will help researchers to better understand public interest 

in priorities for science and technology and also the public's concerns.” The European Charter also 

stresses the need for researchers to develop transferable skills, including the 'management of public 

awareness activities'. 

4.  ‘Evidence Counts. Understanding the value of public dialogue’, (Sciencewise-ERC/BIS 2010) 

This report, referenced above, provided clear evidence of the impact of public engagement on 
researchers’ grasp of social and ethical issues. 
 

Other quotes and testimony:  

 
"One thing we have learned from our ongoing activities on stem cell research is that the way in 
which you become a leader in stem cell research is by being responsive to public opinion and by 
making sure that the things that encourage trust in the process of doing stem cell research are things 
like regulation and ... trust in the scientists ... and the ethical probity of what you are doing," Simon 
Wilde, MRC.  

 
 
 
“The ‘public’ are not just a homogeneous group of people; they are everyone from the primary 
school child who in ten years time may either be your PhD student or a merchant banker, to your 
elderly aunt who is wondering what her taxes are spent on......Collectively they are more 
experienced, cleverer, more creative and more perceptive than you can hope to be. Individually they 
can be challenging, fun, grateful for your time and generous with their own. They are the people 
who ultimately will live with the consequences of your discoveries, good or bad, and they want to 
know what you think.” Dr Clare Davy, Research Scientist, Virology, MRC: National Institute for 
Medical Research 

 
 
 
"It is humbling, when you go and visit patient groups, for example. It gets you out of your ivory 
tower. It has made me think about funding, what public funds are used for and the responsibility 
involved. It has made me think about what difference the research makes and how it will affect 
change. It brings self-awareness, grounding and less isolation and it brings you down to earth." 
Professor Nancy Rothwell, President, Manchester University  

 
 

http://www.berr.gov.uk/files/file41318.pdf
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Uploads/Strategic-Research-documents/Evidence-CountsSummary-report.pdf

