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Just over a year ago, an editorial in Nature1argued that both science and social science needed to be 

involved in shaping not only science policy but science itself. Over the years both have influenced 

science policy, but the second task - social science helping in the ‘framing’ of science questions that 

are sensitive to ‘economic, cultural and social factors ‘  - raises a different challenge. Are scientists 

and social scientists able and willing to frame the questions and problems of science through mutual 

dialogue and trust? Paul Nurse’s recent report to government calls for ‘researchers who know how 

science operates’ to work together. Social science – more specifically science, technology and 

innovation studies (STIS) – has been exploring how science operates for over fifty years.  Indeed, two 

of its major centres, SPRU at Sussex and ISSTI at Edinburgh, are celebrating their 50th anniversary this 

year. Scientists have their own hands-on understanding of how the science and innovation system 

operates and the demands confronting it. Why should scientists pay attention to social science 

contributions, particularly when these are not yet well-known and understood across the scientific 

community?  

Though STIS scholars have built links with the particular scientific constituencies they work with, 

there has been a failure to engage at a more general level. Often, when science does turn to STIS – 

and indeed social science as a whole – it is as a way of addressing “non-technical” matters such as 

identifying potential issues about public acceptance, or acting as a handmaiden in persuading the 

public of its benefits (Wynne, 2006). For its side, a weak professional STIS profile – a dispersed 

community, the volatile fortunes of major STIS centres, and diverse organisations with partial 

memberships – has made for an uneven and fractured dialogue. A new professional association, 

AsSIST-UK2, has been established to provide a new platform through which a more informed and 

constructive dialogue – both intellectual and professional - is made possible. 

What might be some mutual starting points for such a dialogue? First, science and technology are 

becoming increasingly ‘socialised’ in terms of the growing importance attached by funders to 

demonstrating the ‘impacts’ of research, to the growth of large-scale funding programmes that 

encompass both scientific advance and its exploitation, in fields as diverse as genomics, graphene, 

synthetic biology and space technologies, all of which – and more -  have been a focus for STIS, and 

calls to adopt proactive responses to public engagement and risk governance, most recently through 

the arrival of Responsible Research and Innovation (Stilgoe, et al., 2013). What implications does this 

have for the way science frames its problems and their resolution? Second, instead of assuming 

science and society are discrete, we should regard them as mutually constitutive, such that 

knowledge is rooted in particular contexts that give it value and utility, and mean it is diverse and 

contested. Change in the direction of science is relational and not uniform and engages with diverse 

knowledge communities.  Third, recognition of and being reflexive about uncertainty is a strength of 

any scientific inquiry (natural or social), often (because some instead see this as a failing) only 

acknowledged backstage rather than more publicly.   
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When a new domain of techno-scientific activity comes to fruition, its social implications become 

evident, become visible in society.  But these lessons only seem to become available with hindsight. 

The challenge therefore is to explore these developments from their earliest stages and to do so 

through bringing together relevant forms of expertise. This in turn points to the value of 

interdisciplinary inquiry, which can take two forms: the combinations of different (mainly technical) 

knowledges needed to advance techno-scientific knowledge, and the broader knowledge 

contributions from a more diffuse array of sources to exploit knowledge (for example in regard to 

commercialisation, or  ‘translational’ innovation). However, even if regarded as valuable, the 

discipline/interdisciplinary relation is never straightforward, often beset by difficulties in attempts to 

develop cross-disciplinary understanding (Lyall and Tait). This is even true at those research sites 

(increasing in number) where social scientists are formally invited to become integrated within 

research teams.  Here STIS researchers may find themselves cast as those who handle issues 

external to science – addressing public acceptance or regulatory matters in the context of 

exploitation. Thus one STIS colleague describes her own experience as one of being invited ‘to 

observe and not disturb’ the science, where  ‘… disciplinary boundaries, funding arrangements and 

power asymmetries are not challenged but reified such that there is little or no room to re-imagine 

existing practices’ (Viseu 2015 p. 657). 

When, then, is the relationship between science and STIS most likely to be most productive in the 

framing of the research endeavour? This has been found to be especially productive in the early 

shaping of the problem, when emerging ideas are most open to discussion, in upstream inquiry, 

especially where the problem is as much methodological as it is substantive: for example, what 

evidence and assumptions underlie models (say for biomarkers of ageing [Latimer, et al, 2011); how 

are standards to be developed in an emerging field of inquiry (Eriksson and Webster, 2013); how do 

existing models for research and development apply or need rethinking to enable the development 

of innovation, such as rethinking conventions around clinical trials models to accommodate 

regenerative medicine and cell therapies (Ali et al, 2014). Models, standards and trials are all 

dependent on agreement about appropriate evidence and its application: this allows for fruitful 

discussion across the sciences and the early recognition that knowledge is provisional and yet 

workable, and may change and carries downstream implications requiring further debate. 

Secondly, as engagement with synthetic biology over recent years has shown, we can note the 

journey that STIS has made from making science and technology (and scientists and engineers) the 

object of study – around concrete concerns (such as assessing and regulating risks) towards a more 

open ended and mutual exploration of the challenges of techno-scientific advance (Calvert, 2013). 

This is reflected in recent STIS work on the implications of epigenetics research for social science 

itself and how these open new questions for social science inquiry more generally (Pickersgill, et al, 

2013).  Recently, Fitzgerald and Callard (2016) have raised the interesting proposition that we should 

abandon ‘the mantra of interdisciplinarity’ from the start, since this assumes an engagement of 

different disciplines to explore a given object of inquiry, when in fact ‘scholars and researchers of all 

stripes invariably attend to, and live among, objects whose emergence, growth, development, 

action, and disappearance do not at all admit of neat cuts between the biological [or other fields] 

and the social’ (p 23).  

Finally, a positive development over recent years has been the embedding of ‘societal’ concerns in 

more formal institutional settings, such as the Royal Society’s Science Policy Centre (RSSPC) and 



ScienceWise, while the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology has recently established a 

social science division within its programme of work. The focus here is more on downstream (often 

ethically defined) implications of science, such as the series of public dialogues on synthetic biology 

coordinated by the RSSPC. The question of the public’s engagement with science has been a long-

standing concern in STIS, and one where STIS research has criticised the homogenising of ‘the 

public’, has argued how scientists are themselves members of specific publics, and how the science-

public debate is fundamentally about values and not about to degree to which ‘the public 

understands science’. More generally, we should hope here for a move away from simplifying moves 

to black box ‘science’ and ‘society’, seeing STIS and the wider social sciences as restricted to the 

latter.  

Over the past 18 months the UK STIS research community has agreed on the need for a national 

body that can not only represent the collective interests of its academic membership (which is 

strongly interdisciplinary) but act as a vehicle through which to improve dialogue, nationally and 

internationally, with colleagues in these and cognate field,  and equally importantly with science-

based policy agencies and professional associations, this at a time when the apparatuses for 

research training and research funding are being transformed, and where ‘knowing how science 

operates’ requires a sharing of expertise.   

AsSIST and Next Steps 

As a result of extensive discussion and activity involving over 30 major STIS groups that rapidly 

assembled an initial  membership of over 250, AsSIST-UK has been publicly launched in 2016 to 

support trans-disciplinary collaboration, to build capacity through supporting training of a new 

generation of STIS scholars, and to foster engagement with scientists, engineers, government, public 

and industry. Some key areas for debate will be governance, innovation, civil society engagement, 

and the ways in which values and choices –often hidden – shape the direction of science.  In regard 

to engagement, for example, we should ask how society/policy provides access to information: 

engagement is dependent on access to relevant and transparent information. 

 

There are also opportunities for AsSIST-UK  to work alongside established scientific institutions and 

with government and the Research Councils, especially drawing on members’ extensive expertise in 

innovation and economic systems to understand how novel technologies emerge and the potential 

value and risks they create. The Association can also work with devolved governments in the four UK 

nations, who are experimenting with policy at the local level, and who are yet to become path-

dependent in the ways in which they define and practice engagement, while the turn towards open 

policymaking in the Cabinet Office is another opportunity to explore.  Another important role for 

AsSIST-UK will be to listen and respond to ideas from diverse publics – especially marginalised 

groups – about how they make sense of technologies in their everyday lives, and what they see as 

valuable forms of engagement and what spaces there are for critical engagement. We need to ask in 

the UK – and elsewhere - what sort of institutional framework is enabling of a more responsive, 

critical and reflexive science and science policy : one that opens space for dialogue and recognises 

that social and technological structures are transient, and that truths are not only contested and 

contingent though  but some may be more reliable than others? In a knowledge-based society, the 

long-worn debates about the boundary between science and society are increasingly outdated given 

the proliferation of diverse forms of specialist knowledge and expertise using different methods and 

sources of data. 



 
Understanding how science operates is not simply about understanding what science and 
technology can and might produce. An important distinction in this regard is to distinguish 
between a technically ‘working’ and a socio-technically ‘workable’ science and technology. 
That is, a science and technology that understand the contexts of use and not just 
application. This in part may mean that we are not afraid to explore what Marris (2014) has 
called ‘uncomfortable knowledge’, and consider its alternative pathways. 
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