
 
 
 

 
 
 

Science Communication Working Lunch 
 

Toolkit for dialogue 
 

Thursday 6 and Friday 7, April, Our Dynamic Earth, Edinburgh 
 
The workshop aimed to explore what we mean by ‘effective dialogue’ and highlight recent 
approaches to policy through dialogue and the potential impact on the science communication 
community.  It also aimed to create some consensus as to what we mean by ‘doing dialogue’. 

SPEAKER: Mark Dyball, People, Science & Policy 
 
The Working Lunch ran twice over two days and was attended by approximately 30 people on day 
one and 20 people on day two. 
 
Summary 

• Although the Working Lunch offered to provide a toolkit, it was clear that there is no such 
thing as a ‘best fit option’.  Successful dialogue requires a combination of approaches 
specifically chosen to match your needs and the needs of your audience 

• It is vital that, before we start any dialogue process, we take time to think clearly about 
what we want out of it.  Why are we running this and what do we want the outcomes to 
be? 

 
The Working Lunch began with an introduction from Mark looking at different definitions of 
dialogue and participants were asked to identify areas of their programmes that they considered to 
be dialogue and why they ran them 
 
Examples included 
 
One way – Talks and presentations 
Consultation – Visitor feedback or Government consultations 
Engagement – Schools projects, discussions resulting from topics introduced 
Dialogue – activities that share experiences and knowledge and encourage widespread 
involvement 
 
Participants were also asked to identify the barriers to greater public involvement in decision 
making and discussion on science and technology 
 
Responses included 

• Time 
• Not knowing the issues 
• Not knowing how 
• Lack of confidence 
• Government not listening to or acting on discussions 
• No opportunities 
• People not wanting to take part 



• Lack of understanding 
• Lack of relevance 
• Language 
• Lack of knowledge about the facts of science  
• Lack of knowledge about active citizenship 
• Being labelled “the general public” 

 
In the discussions that followed the following points were raised: 
 
• Why bother with policy through dialogue? 

o I/we do not do it, things cannot be changed 
o It allows you to influence policy that has been made for you 
o Makes you feel a part of society with an ability to respond to the changes going on 

around you 
o You can engage people on topics where views are not yet determined 
o Why not? 
o Helps you understand what people want 
o Make better decisions 
o It’s a means to an end 
o We have a democratic right to be involved 
o Because voting is not enough 
o To make your voice heard 
o Decisions are being made on citizens’ behalf, if you are a good citizen you should 

engage 
o Our society has become more complex that the systems we use for decision making,  

we need to update our methods so that there is more accountability 
• Should dialogue be compulsory? Can you force people to take part? 
• What incentives can be used to encourage participation?  If we have to pay people to engage, 

are we using the right methods? 
• Is there not a duty to be involved? 
• Information provision is important.  How should people look for information and how should it 

be provided? 
• Even if the public are informed about science, it doesn’t mean they will be able to make the 

‘right choice’.  Science doesn’t always have yes or no answers.  The questions you ask are the 
most important 

• Some people don’t want to know, should we bother with them?  The challenge is to engage 
those who don’t want to be engaged 

• How can we eliminate bias and inappropriate organisational impact? Interested publics can 
also manipulate the discussions 

• What are the toolkits for policy makers to engage?  How do we do dialogue with them? 
• We need to consider the role of scientific information.  Science can be used in political ways 

too 
 
Discussions then turned to the questions of whether dialogue should ‘go somewhere’.  Responses 
included: 
• Can any dialogue go somewhere? 
• You need to have buy-in from participants, this is often achieved from the potential to impact 

on decision making 
• We need a better understanding of where dialogue fits into the process 
• Why bother if nothing happens? 
• It depends on whether you consider yourself a citizen or a consumer 
• If it doesn’t we are being dishonest, have we just re-branded Public Understanding? 
• People what to know what they get out of it.  I want more than information policy, I want to 

see an impact on me and my life 



• If it does have impact it makes people feel good about themselves 
 

 
The discussions then turned to focus on different methods for dialogue.  Mark shared experiences 
of 5 different processes; citizen’s juries, consensus conferences, Democs games, deliberative 
mapping and focus groups.  Information on which is included below. 



 



 



 



 


