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 Introduction
K I E R A N  O ’ D O H E R T Y  A N D  E D N A  E I N S I E D E L

The development of new technologies has been increasing at a rate that is 
difficult to fathom. Not only do these new technologies and the science that 
they are based on have their own inherent complexities, but they also raise 
novel and often unanticipated challenges relating to their integration in so-
ciety. Examples abound of technologies characterized by controversy and 
ethical challenges. In particular, in the area of biotechnology, examples such 
as stem cells, genetically modified food, and biobanks, to name but a few, 
illustrate the complexity of the social context that arises in response to these 
emerging technologies.

Over the past few decades, recognition of these challenges has led to dif-
ferent ways of involving publics in the assessment and regulation of such 
emerging technologies. In some instances mandated by regulatory bodies, 
such engagement is motivated by questions of benefit sharing, assessing the 
impacts of new technologies on various aspects of society, and attempting 
to reconcile pluralistic value sets in regulatory frameworks. How this has 
been accomplished, who precisely has been consulted and when, and in 
which aspects of technology development publics have been involved have 
not only varied geographically but also evolved over time. Factors such as 
existing regulatory frameworks specific to jurisdictions, local cultural con-
texts, and the nature of particular technologies have ensured that there is no 
single pathway that characterizes the relationship between publics and new 
technologies.
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2 Kieran O’Doherty and Edna Einsiedel

Although a growing corpus of academic work on the topic has accumu-
lated over the past few decades, there is a gap in theorizing many of the as-
pects of engaging publics in emerging technologies. This gap is not surprising 
because over time the subject has been approached from several different 
disciplines and combinations of disciplines, including political science, soci-
ology, applied ethics, communication theory, and psychology. Consequent ly, 
not only methods but also disciplinary assumptions and epistemological 
foundations have varied.

In this book, we seek to put the subject of publics and their engagement 
in emerging technologies on a stronger theoretical footing. With a primary, 
though not exclusive, focus on genomic technologies, we draw on the exper-
tise of leading theorists and practitioners in the field to provide overviews of 
methods and approaches and normative accounts of the processes under-
lying public engagement. Although most of our contributors blend both 
empirical and conceptual components in their own work, we focus here on 
the conceptual and use the empirical mainly to support the development of 
sound theoretical accounts. That is, we want to avoid adding yet more case 
studies of public engagement exercises to the literature; our aim is to con-
tribute a novel and useful synthesis of well-supported theory pertaining to 
the different aspects of public engagement in emerging technologies.

The multi-disciplinary scholarship represented in this volume lies at the 
intersection of two fields: public participation and the social and ethical im-
plications of emerging biotechnologies. Although the book is not about bio-
technology or genomics per se, these domains are used as the substantive 
topics around which the different contributions explore various aspects of 
public engagement. The book is divided into six sections, each dealing with 
an aspect of the subject detailed below.

Part 1, “The Purpose and Function of Public Participation,” gives an over-
view of democratic participation and its role in science and technology. The 
chapters by Gastil, Hennen, and Phillips provide a critical overview of par-
ticipatory mechanisms from different perspectives. Gastil’s focus is on the 
different models and approaches that grant lay citizens more direct means 
of influencing policy or legislation and that have been tried and have met 
with at least some success. Together with a historical overview of the jury as 
a citizen-deliberative body for judicial decision making, Gastil reviews these 
processes in the context of intercultural difference and then integrates them 
into an array of processes that could be used to work through cultural con-
flicts over emerging technology policy on issues such as biotechnology and 
genomics. In Chapter 2, Hennen draws on many years of experience in 
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3Introduction

technology assessment (TA) in Europe to provide an overview of mechan-
isms of public participation in the regulation of emerging technologies used 
in that context. Using the history of the development of TA as a foundation, 
Hennen explores the tensions between experts and publics in developing 
regulatory frameworks. Finally, Phillips cautions us against assuming that 
democratic engagement is necessarily a solution to the problems that it es-
pouses to solve. With a focus on the investments made by several OECD 
governments in engaging publics in various forms of consultation and col-
lective decision making, Phillips critically examines the assertion that the 
move to engage the public is a strategic response to a perceived democratic 
deficit, compared with assertions that it is simply a tactical reaction to wide-
spread controversy. Phillips argues that new norms of governance demand 
accountable, responsible, and transparent outcomes and that public engage-
ment processes can enhance or undercut those goals, depending on how 
and when they are used.

Parts 2 and 3 deal with the issue of legitimacy in public participation. The 
chapters in these sections thus have to do with the implementation and pos-
itioning of deliberation with respect to external conditions (e.g., societal 
structures and values) and internal conditions (e.g., operational definitions 
for defining and achieving deliberation).

Following up on some of the challenges raised in the first section, in Part 
2, “External Conditions for Legitimate Public Engagement: Ethics, So ciety, 
and Democracy,” the focus is on the broader democratic frameworks in 
which participatory processes are embedded. Dodds, in particular, high-
lights the notion that engaging citizens in the governance of biotechnol-
ogies is not sufficient; effort needs to go into creating the conditions for 
democratic legitimacy that then provide a platform of trust on which 
meaningful public deliberation can rest. Dodds draws on work on delibera-
tive democracy to unpack the links between pragmatist social epistemol-
ogy and the political value and significance of participation in deliberation 
about emerging technologies and their governance. She argues that, with-
out a significant level of well-founded public trust and substantive public 
accountability, public participation risks being misused as a diversion from 
substantive democratic justification. Gavaghan’s chapter, accordingly, is 
dedicated to exploring an example of public participation in an area of bio-
technology that he argues constitutes a misuse of public consultation. 
Focusing on the case of assisted reproductive technologies (ARTs) in the 
United Kingdom, New Zealand, and Canada, Gavaghan outlines the chal-
lenges posed to regulators by the ethical pluralism that surrounds many 
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emerging biotechnologies. The chapter by Korthals concludes this section 
with an examination of the connection of particular deliberative exercises 
with their larger societal impacts. Drawing on Habermas and other delib-
erative theorists, Korthals considers such challenges as unequal participation 
in deliberations; cognitive and normative uncertainties in the life sciences; 
framing of issues; problems associated with multi-level governance; and the 
differential impacts that some scientific and technological projects seem to 
have compared with others.

Part 3, “Internal Conditions for Legitimate Public Engagement: Lessons 
for the Practitioner,” focuses on the process of deliberation itself. The div-
ide between theorists and practitioners of deliberation is an oft-recognized 
phenomenon. Cobb and O’Doherty attempt to bridge this gap by focusing 
on how particular public engagement projects need to be conceptualized, 
implemented, and analyzed such that they can be argued to represent a 
defensibly legitimate public voice on a given issue. Cobb’s chapter engages 
with the question of how to define deliberation and how to measure the 
quality of its implementation. Pointing out that there is no commonly ac-
cepted definition of deliberation, Cobb begins by developing a working 
definition based on a review of the competing perspectives on deliberation. 
He then introduces the case of a novel study of citizen deliberation on hu-
man enhancement technologies and uses it to illustrate ways in which the 
outcomes of deliberation can be assessed, particularly in the context of 
typical criticisms of deliberation. The chapter by O’Doherty follows with 
an examination of how the conversations emerging from deliberation on 
the social and ethical implications of biotechnologies might be approached 
for the purpose of extracting legitimate conclusions. Arguing that this type 
of discourse is characterized by a distinct structure, O’Doherty develops 
the notion of deliberative discourse. If a given deliberative forum follows 
the normative guidelines for deliberation, then the resulting discourse 
should involve deliberants who are increasingly informed about the tech-
nical nature of the issues and should be increasingly inclusive of a broader 
range of perspectives and, ultimately, convergent toward a “group opin-
ion.” These observations have important consequences for the analysis of 
deliberations and the presentation of legitimate outcomes of deliberation 
to policy makers.

Part 4, “Institutional Contexts of Public Participation,” builds on a theme 
touched on in other sections of the book, namely, that participation needs 
to be sensitive to socio-cultural and other contexts for successful implemen-
tation. In this section, closer attention is paid to the recognition that the 
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particular institutional contexts into which specific technologies are 
launched in part define how publics need to be consulted. Appropriate pub-
lic engagement needs to occur with a clear understanding of the relevant 
conditions and thus needs to be tailored rather than generic. In fact, cer-
tain institutional contexts can inhibit or even render public engagement 
altogether unsuitable for a given situation. The chapters by Castle, Weisbrot, 
and Migone and Howlett examine the emergence of different genomic tech-
nologies in particular settings. In each case, the authors pay close attention 
to the regulatory environment, the nature of the technology relative to the 
socio-cultural context, and the situated role of public participation. Castle 
does so in the context of nutrigenomics and the institutional context of a 
regulatory body, the Public Health Agency of Canada, and a professional 
body, Dieticians of Canada; Weisbrot focuses on the activities of the Aus-
tralian Law Reform Commission and its public inquiries into the protection 
of human genetic information; and Migone and Howlett examine the role of 
public participation in the Canadian biotechnology regulatory regime. In all 
three cases, the authors highlight the critical approach necessary to ensure 
that public participation is not treated as an “off the shelf” solution but one 
that requires sensitivity and careful integration into existing frameworks.

Public participation in science and technology can be achieved through 
numerous avenues and mechanisms. While previous sections of the book 
focus on more traditional methods, such as citizen juries, deliberative 
forums, and parliamentary inquiries, Part 5, “Modes of and Experiments in 
Participation,” considers different and more novel modalities that are avail-
able for engaging publics in emerging biotechnologies. In particular, Secko 
explores the use of journalism, Reid discusses drama-documentaries, and 
Danielson and Culver each focus on a different aspect of electronic and 
computer-mediated forms of engagement. Secko opens this section by ex-
ploring the role of journalism in public engagement in issues of science and 
technology, using the case of salmon genomics as a focus. He observes 
that, though journalism carries with it the intellectual seeds of a practical 
approach that can support democratic engagement initiatives, journalism 
as a theory and practice is as yet an underutilized tool in the realm of  
research-based citizen engagement. Secko’s case study illustrates the poten-
tial of journalism to help generate the information required to deal with 
conceptually complex topics such as the ethical and social implications of 
biotechnology and genomics as well as to help reflect on and sustain such 
democratic debates. Reid’s contribution is a case study of the BBC drama-
documentary If ... Cloning Could Cure Us as a novel avenue for engaging 
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publics in emerging biotechnologies. Reid focuses on criticisms of deficit 
models of public understanding of science, illustrating how a carefully craft-
ed and interactive “dramadoc” goes beyond a deficit agenda in engaging 
viewers in the issue of therapeutic cloning.

In addition to the more traditional media of journalism and television, 
computer-mediated technologies have been hailed as having the poten-
tial to revolutionize possibilities for public engagement. The chapters by 
Danielson and Culver illustrate the complexity of considerations that need 
to be addressed if effective public engagement is to be achieved through 
these mechanisms. Danielson showcases a particular computer-mediated 
interface, the N-Reasons platform, and its use in engaging publics in emer-
ging technologies. The platform is designed as an explicitly normative poll-
ing instrument to improve public participation in ethically significant social 
decisions. Danielson also outlines a normative theory that motivates claims 
that N-Reasons can improve ethical decision making and then shows empir-
ically that decision making can be improved in this way. Culver casts a more 
critical glance at past failures of e-participation, focusing on his experience 
in the Canadian regulatory context and genetically modified organisms. 
Culver argues, however, that these failures are due less to an overrating of 
e-participation as a powerful mechanism for engaging publics than to the 
use of tools applied to the wrong kinds of problems. He concludes that the 
increasingly evident social demands of eco-innovation might be precisely 
the kind of domain in which e-participation will be of unique value.

A message that recurs throughout the book is that context matters. Both 
the design and implementation of public engagement need to be guided by 
consideration of the nature of the technology, relevant existing regulatory 
frameworks, and, perhaps most importantly, which stakeholders and pub-
lics are most affected. In Part 6, “Understanding Stakeholders and Publics,” 
questions about the relationship between the particular technology, the 
relevant public(s), and the mechanism for engagement are examined in 
more detail. The chapters by Einsiedel, Plows, and Atkins each deal with 
these issues from a different perspective. Einsiedel’s chapter is premised on 
the observation that much of the attention to public participation has been 
focused on participation by “mini-publics” engaged in structured delibera-
tion that is typically organized by governments or academics. Einsiedel 
maintains that the dynamic processes of “contentious politics” occurring in 
public arenas and carried out by stakeholder groups are an important form 
of participation that provides another lens for understanding the social 
shaping of emerging technologies. Plows then takes on one of the themes 

Sample Material © 2012 UBC Press



7Introduction

highlighted by Einsiedel, namely, that public engagement can be motivated 
from without the policy sphere with very different implications for theory 
and practice. Focusing on a variety of publics engaging with human genetic 
technologies in the United Kingdom between 2003 and 2007, Plows ex-
plores public engagement as a form of social movement. She argues that, in 
addition to being a policy tool, public engagement can be understood as a 
network of relationships among individuals and groups, occurring in many 
different circumstances and taking many forms, but in which participants 
frame issues on their own terms. Finally, the chapter by Atkins provides a 
compelling personal account questioning whether the very liberal values 
that underlie so much of the inspiring reforms of the past 300 years still 
serve us in attempting to integrate emerging biotechnologies into our per-
sonal lives. In particular, Atkins questions whether liberal values facilitate 
moral decision making when they are applied to genomic and technological 
innovations. Paradoxically, she argues that liberalism actually encourages 
the pursuit of scientific and technocratic ends rather than the consideration 
of individual dignity. She concludes that liberal values, in this context, 
undermine moral considerations of respect for the individual rather than 
supporting them.

In summary, contemporary governance of emerging technologies reflects 
multi-faceted challenges that require complex accounts of how publics are 
engaged and participate. The public sphere for genomics and other emer-
ging technologies offers arenas within which consultation, engagement, and 
participation have been deployed in various ways, and different publics have 
participated in diverse modes in the pursuit of varied social and policy goals. 
Although participation is not naively presumed to be a panacea, the pur-
pose of this book is to bring together reflections on the complexities, les-
sons, and challenges of thinking through public participation as an important 
element in the governance of new and emerging technologies.
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