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Stick with Advice Inoffensive to Science Policy Influentials? 

Edward Woodhouse, woodhouse@rpi.edu
“What are the most fruitful ways for social science to inform science policy?,” Session 7 speakers are asked. Perhaps the most basic lesson the social sciences have to teach is that social processes are problem-ridden; institutions take on lives of their own, for example, as by serving insiders at the expense of the supposed beneficiaries. Grasping that insight would open the way for probing decision making about science in a more fundamental way than anything I’ve seen hinted at in the workshop materials. Is it acceptable here to ask hard questions about NSF?

If so, we might start from psychologists’ recognition that everyone has perceptual lenses and mental schemas that distort and filter, and that these tend to be shared with others in one’s institutional/cultural setting. What systematic biases and misperceptions tend to be found among science policy influentials, and how might a civilization protect against the worst consequences of these? Am I right in perceiving some of our workshop materials as laden with conventional myths about science policy, myths that have been thoroughly debunked by STS scholars? If so, what is most needed from social science is not a bit more study of this or that facet of science or science policy, but a challenge to institutionalized science-think. Workshop participants will squander an opportunity to counteract insider biases if we (pretend to?) accept science policy framings infused with mythperceptions. 

Whoever frames a debate or sets an agenda wields power, a commonsensical notion refined by several disciplines represented here. Science policy agendas are set without meaningful representation of most of humanity, and this prevailing mobilization of bias leads to overemphasizing some aims at the expense of others that are equally or more deserving. For example, chemistry funding deliberations systematically underrepresent critics of contemporary chemistry, including those who advocate benign-by-design “green” chemicals. 

When public choices fail to take advantage of the potential intelligence of democracy, relevant considerations are neglected and imprudent actions become more frequent. Consider as an example what I take to be the main thrust of science policy as now pursued: MORE. NSF insiders are not likely to question funding increases, of course, yet there is a good argument to be made against the notion that more research is an unalloyed good. Recent concerns about health consequences of nanoparticles illustrate why slower sometimes is better, a caution I would like to see applied to the entire nano-bio-info convergence. I hope that those pushing a rapid pace are simply ignorant of the huge swath of social science pertaining to human psychosocial and cultural fragility, but I suspect most simply do not care. Whatever the explanation, imprudence is near the heart of contemporary science policy, and it contradicts much of what STS scholars know about how to proceed intelligently in the face of uncertainty. 

More generally, workshop participants ought to be asking whether expertise funded by NSF is being deployed appropriately to develop equitably usable knowledge. Not only am I skeptical that this is the modal practice, I doubt very much that NSF is organized to facilitate real probing of major shortcomings. Other workshop participants obviously may disagree, and my intention is not to argue for my views but to ask that we at least discuss the problems and possibilities of organizational learning. How might a science policy organization be structured so as to encourage deep, systematic, sophisticated probing of its own shortcomings? 

Such an endeavor would require coming to grips with what public policy scholars refer to as the limits of analysis and the inevitably partisan character of knowledge in action. Better understanding per se does not translate automatically into improved policy or outcomes, in part because analysis rarely if ever resolves complex disputes. Deliberate change generally requires proposals that ultimately win assent from a majority coalition, proposals never fully justified on the basis of analysis. I wonder how many of us could agree on research directions strategically aimed at actually ameliorating serious shortcomings in science, science policy, and technological innovation. Maintaining the polite fiction that the workshop is aiming to “understand” the whole science/science policy system has the advantage of offending no one, I admit; but coming up with usable, important recommendations requires a rather different approach.

Implicit in the foregoing is the specter of social conflict. Looming large in the social sciences, conflict all but disappears in the workshop framing and in most other NSF discourse. I find that somewhat odd considering how many STS scholars have relied in one way or another on the everyday observation that facts and values intertwine inextricably. Anything to do with policy is inherently partisan, moreover, in the sense of promoting some version of the public interest that is not universally agreed upon. It is logically impossible for workshop participants to offer advice about improving science policy research without a stance on what would constitute “better;” there is no such thing as a knowledge shortfall without goals to be served by improved understanding; and efforts to specify such aims will be inherently partisan. Knowledge (and lack of it) matters, in other words, but usually as refracted through latent social conflict. All workshop participants know that; why don’t we try to teach science policy participants to face up to partisan conflict?

Finally, social scientists know quite a bit about how institutions (mal)function, yet institution-oriented questions on the workshop agenda are not sharply focused. I assume we have insights about organizational culture(s) at NSF, about capture of the agency by those receiving funds, and about problems arising from intra-institutional machinations among the House Science Committee, mission agencies, and NSF. Others can correct me if they know better, but outside of some commercialization initiatives I have not seen much evidence of sophisticated thinking about institutional matters in science policy. Which leads me to wonder, “What are the main institutional forces shaping NSF administrators’ disincentives to think social scientifically?” 

In sum, I believe that it is intellectually indefensible to assume that U.S. R&D policy is so clearly on the right track that discussions such as ours can focus just on minor tweaking. I do not believe that shaping science and civilization will be significantly improved by doing a bit more science policy research in order to come up with some specific new “knowledge.” For the core problems in science policy are the same ones that trouble the rest of our civilization: misperception and nonlearning, mobilizations of bias, badly designed institutions, and other deeply embedded aspects of contemporary power structures and governing mentalities. 

I therefore urge workshop participants to frame our report so as to challenge rather than coddle science policy influentials. If we skip over the unpleasant fact that mainstream NSF discourses and practices tend to be nationalistic more than global, elite-serving more than populist, science-serving more than outcomes-oriented, and technocratic more than democratic, we will be throwing out a large fraction of what social scientists have to contribute to fairer and more effective science policy processes. 

