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 Scientists’ Responsibilities   

• Internal, responsibility for upholding standards 
agreed upon by scientific community—scientists’ 
professional responsibilities 
 

• External, responsibilities toward the larger 
community—scientists’ social responsibilities 

 
 

 



  



  

The Committee concluded, early 
in its deliberations, that the issues 
of scientific freedom and 
responsibility are basically 
inseparable….The responsibilities 
are primary; scientists can claim 
no special rights, other than those 
possessed by every citizen, 
except those necessary to fulfill 
the responsibilities that arise from 
the possession of special 
knowledge and of the insight 
arising from that knowledge. 
(1975) 



  

“Currently, attention to professional 
responsibility in science and engineering 
research concentrates more on issues that 
arise in the conduct of research than in its 
social influence.” 
 
Rachelle Hollander 
“Professional Responsibilities in Scientific and Engineering 
Research,” 
Science, Technology, and Society: An Encyclopedia, 2005 



  

                 
No longer acceptable as… 

 

   science inextricably intertwined with major social, 
economic and political issues of the day 

 

 
 

 

 

 



  

Science High on Public’s Agenda 
 

 
• Enormous sums of public monies invested in scientific 

research- return on investment 
• Recognition that science is vital to country’s position in the 

global community 
• Policy decisions increasingly grounded in scientific 

knowledge 
• Benefits and risks/harms - search for and uses of 

knowledge are not without consequences for others 
 
 



  



  

Nature 
December 2, 1999 
 
Science’s New Social Contract with Society 
Michael Gibbons 
 
 “science and society…have each invaded each other’s 
domain, and the lines demarcating the one from the other 
have virtually disappeared.”  
 
“Experts must respond to issues and questions that are 
never merely scientific and technical, and must address 
audiences that never consist only of other 
experts….science must now be sensitive to a much wider 
range of social implications.” 
 



  

 
“Science today has to meet a series of public 
expectations, not only about its products but 
also about its processes and purposes.”  
 
 
Sheila Jasanoff, 2010. “Testing Time for 
Climate Science,” Science 328: 695-696. 
 



  

“Graduate programs…have a responsibility to prepare future 
scientists for the social responsibility that goes with being a 
scientist.” (2006) 



  

What should be the core messages of such 
education? 
 
 



  

 
 
 

Science is a social institution, with a mission 
and “baggage” like all other social institutions 
created by human beings; this has 
consequences for individual S/E as well as for 
the larger community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



  

Association of American Colleges and Universities  
College Learning for the New Global Century, 2007 
 

Every field of study, no matter how “technical,” is a community 
of practice. For this reason, no field is “value-free.” Every 
community of practice is framed by communal values and 
ethical responsibilities; these expectations need to be made 
explicit and fully explored among students and faculty. Similarly, 
every field is rife with contested questions whose resolution 
may have far-reaching human consequences….When students 
choose a field of study, they need and deserve the opportunity 
to explore openly all of the issues basic to their community with 
their fellow students and with guidance from mentors. They 
should have many occasions to clarify and apply their own 
sense of ethical, professional, and civic responsibilities as they 
move forward in their chosen course of study. 
 



  

“the generation of knowledge…takes place in 
a dynamic, complex and competitive 
international environment…today’s research 
requires globally-engaged investigators 
working collaboratively across agencies and 
international organizations…” 
 
 
National Science Foundation, Investing in America’s Future, 
Strategic Plan FY 2006-2011  



  

Science is a global enterprise and S/E are, 
socially and professionally, citizens of a 
global community. 
 
Association of American Colleges and Universities, 
2007 
 
Education should enable students “to look 
beyond themselves, by considering their 
obligations to others, and to look beyond the 
classroom, by applying their analytical skills 
and learning to significant issues and 
problems in the world around them.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

This country cannot afford to educate a 
generation that acquires knowledge without 
ever understanding how that knowledge can 
benefit society or how to influence democratic 
decision making.” 
 
Presidents’ Declaration on the Civic 
Responsibility of Higher Education, Campus 
Compact, 2000 



  

In that context, we must educate graduates to 
be vitally concerned with not only how to 
apply their knowledge and skills, but also to 
consider the value of what they do for others.   
 
Foster a sense of responsibility beyond one’s 
self. 



  

 
Empower and reward faculty for including 
social responsibility in their teaching and 
other interactions with students 
 
 



  

Empower students to act on their social 
responsibilities 
 
Prepare them: to be clear about their own 
values and that of their profession/discipline; 
to be sensitive to the values held by others (to 
listen); to understand the social complexity of 
the issues they will face; and to cultivate the 
confidence, tools/skills, and insights needed 
to fulfill their social responsibilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

  “On the other hand, my responsibility to society makes me 
want to stop right here.” 
 
       Nick Downs 
      BIG SCIENCE (1992) 



  



  

“providing citizens with the knowledge 
required to make informed decisions on 

science related public issues, the 
scientists and their organizations have 

both a unique competence and a special 
responsibility.  As the producer and 
custodian of scientific knowledge the 

scientific community has the obligation to 
impart such knowledge to the public.” 

 
   --AAAS Committee, 1960 



  

“Imparting” such knowledge has at least 4 
essential components: 
 
What? 
How? 
Relationship/Context? 
When? 
 
 



  

What?   
 
Content presented in a comprehensible way 
to the public 



  

     



  

How? 
 
Findings and conclusions are an accurate 
representation of the research 



  

“And good ethics and policy can be severely subverted 
by science badly presented in the media, sometimes 
initiated by scientists themselves seeking to 
exaggerate the significance of their research.” 
                                         
    
   Leonard Fleck, in Wrestling with  
   Behavioral Genetics: Science,  
   Ethics, and Public Conversation, 2006  
 



  

Relationship between the transmitter and 
recipient and context 
 
The knowledge imparted takes place in a 
good-faith partnership 
 



  



  

 
 
14 February 2003 
Public Engagement with Science  
 
Alan I. Leshner 
CEO, AAAS 
 The centrality of science to modern life bestows an obligation on the 
scientific community to develop different and closer links with the 
general population….We need to engage the public in a more open 
and honest bidirectional dialogue about science and technology….We 
need to respect the public's perspective and concerns even when we 
do not fully share them, and we need to develop a partnership that 
can respond to them. 
 



  

When? 
 
Timing of communicating the knowledge 



  
Scientists’ social responsibilities come into play 
when open communication confronts legitimate 
concerns that their findings may cause harm 



  

Free exchange of information plays two vital roles for 
science: 
  
 Ensures the intellectual honesty and integrity of the work 

by exposing it to scrutiny by one’s peers 
 

 
 Facilitates the progress of science by enabling other 

scientists to build on new research findings 



  



  



  
 Yudhijit Bhattacharjee 
  Science, 19 May 2006  



  



  

 
 
 
 
 
Public at Last, H5N1 Study Offers Insight Into Virus’s 
Possible Path to Pandemic 
 
 
Depending on your point of view, the study that appears [in] 
this issue of Science marks another good week for public 
health experts trying to protect a vulnerable world from a 
new influenza pandemic—or for future bioterrorists bent on 
unleashing one. 

 
 
AVIAN INFLUENZA 

Science, 22 June 2012 
MARTIN ENSERINK 

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/336/6088.toc


  

Group Exercise 
 
Creating Modified Flu Virus for Use in Research 



  

Discussion 
 
In one sense, moratoria imposed by researchers on 
themselves are a measure of social responsibility by 
scientists and engineers.  How would you assess the pros 
and cons of such a strategy from the point of view of a 
scientist/engineer and as a citizen? 
  
When or what conditions might call for such a professionally-
imposed moratorium? 
 
What should happen after a moratorium is lifted?  What 
responsibilities adhere to the scientists/engineers involved? 
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