
 

NOTES for ISSP panel, Nigel M. de S. Cameron 

 

1. Plainly there is an important need and opportunity to improve our capacity to develop 

EBDM in government, at the interface of policy, science, and, increasingly, technology. 

As science and technology develop at ever-faster rates, this question becomes more 

urgent. 

  

2. But a caution. The credibility of the scientific community and, therefore, the reputation 

of science have suffered damage, especially though not only in the United States, as a 

result of scientists'  perceived engagement in controversial policy questions. The most 

evident of course is climate, though there was a damaging encounter in the early 2000s 

on cloning and embryonic stem cell research. It is crucial that in their advocacy of 

"evidence" scientists are not seen to be taking on the role of lobbyists. I spoke at the 2012 

science prepcon for Rio+20, hosted by the British Royal Society and UNESCO on behalf 

on behalf of the global network of science academies, and I made the point that it looked 

very like an environmentalists' rally. Current criticism of scientists and their funding in 

U.S. politics has been driven by these and some other examples. 

  

3. Another caution. Democracy places major constraints on what governments can do, 

since they are accountable to an electorate to whom ultimately the claims of science to 

present evidence that demands decisions need to be presented. The efforts of many 

governments to reduce obesity (and thereby diabetes) have as a result had limited 

success. In the case of smoking, a degree of success can be claimed although the process 

has taken a long time. Interestingly, Leon Festinger in his foundational Theory of 

Cognitive Dissonance used then current discussion of smoking and health among his 

university colleagues as one of his example of the dissonance principle - in 1957. 

Consumers remain free to make what they regard as rational choices. If governments go 

too far (prohibition is the classic case, though aspects of the criminalization of drugs are 

also relevant) they may lose control. Current efforts by the UK government to reduce 

drinking by raising the price of alcohol have been criticized as penalizing the poor, since 

it is only in their case that demand is relatively elastic. There are also, of course, "special 

interests" - generally, business entities whose interests may be affected by shifts in 

policy, and who (properly, if regrettably) will push back. 

  

4. The move for EBDM essentially reflects a claim of privileged access for the scientific 

community to the policy-making process - to be a tap-root, as it were, of policy choices. 

Within the context of democracy, this will obviously pivot on the public trust. Hence the 

significance of caveats noted above. 

  

5. It's plain that the goal, beyond formal and informal science advisement, should be a 

culture of leadership infused with an understanding of the scientific method as well as a 

fundamental familiarity with the values and perspectives of both science and, 

increasingly, technology. 

  

 


