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ABSTRACT:  The process of outreach and communications from the science and engineering (S&E) community to the public and policymakers is complex.  In exploring this area, the NSB needs to first determine what its goal is in this expanded outreach, whether it is a simple appreciation for S&E activities or a more specific set of social changes that will benefit the S&E community.  These goals determine the level of detail and specificity in the message delivered.  One can start with a simple, “Science is Good,” (‘science’ defined to include all of the S&E activities), moving through a more detailed, “Science is Good because it provides XYZ to society,” to the ultimate message, “Science is Good because it provides XYZ to society, and you can show your support for this by doing….” Moving through these levels of specificity brings a higher level of effort and risk, but also brings greater chance for deeper social change.

Along with this examination, the NSB needs to look at the current efforts in this area, totaling many millions of dollars a year.  After these deliberations, the NSB can then work to determine what would be its appropriate level of activity and unique role in the communications and outreach effort.  The NSB can and should begin to work against the disincentives that exist in the S&E community for expanded outreach and communications efforts.  And, the NSB must recognize that some of the negative images or changed perceptions of the S&E community may have a basis in fact.  Also, we must recognize that any effort in this area must take the form of a dialogue and not take the form of a lecture to the public or policymaker.  It must also seek to convey an understanding of the processes of science, not just the products, since many challenges to the S&E community come from a misunderstanding or ignorance of the way the S&E community works.

Finally, the NSB is presented with an opportunity to use some of the knowledge gained at this symposium in the upcoming FY’01 budget.

OUTLINE:

I. What is the goal of this communication and outreach effort?

a. Simple appreciation for S&E activities, or

b. Specific social change of value to the S&E community – funding, fewer inappropriate regulations, etc.

II. What level of detail should the communication and outreach effort use?

a. “Science is Good”

i. Easy to understand, easy to get agreement on, low political risk

ii. Low connection with social issues and low probability of social change

iii. Good starting point for communications

b. “Science is Good because it provides XYZ to society”

i. More connection with social concerns, easy to get agreement on, slightly higher political risk

ii. Higher probability of social change, but not major change

iii. Level at which much current outreach and communication work is done

c. “Science is Good because it provides XYZ to society and you can show your support for this by doing….” 

i. Very high connection with social concerns, more difficult to get agreement on, highest political risk

ii. Highest probability of social change

iii. Level at which much current outreach and communication work is done, but at an institution or discipline-specific level, not a broader message

III. Current efforts at communications and outreach

a. Many millions of dollars being spent, but on narrow and specific issues of importance to the institution or discipline funding the work

b. Good basis for expanding contact and broadening the message

IV. What are the assets of the NSB and what is its possible role

a. Assets = Status, visibility, and understanding of products and processes of the S&E community

b. Role = Access to opinion leaders, leadership of broad S&E community, ability to convene strategy meetings

V. Possible problems

a. Disincentives within S&E community for this work

i. Not rewarded, takes time from professional work, peer disapproval

ii. Situation is changing with increased awareness of role of public/policymakers in conduct of research

iii. Definition of professional responsibility and reward needs broadening to include this work

b. Cynical image of S&E community as self-serving entrepreneurs

i. Conflicting message from policymakers:  do public research but use Bayh-Dole to patent results

ii. May be truth to changed image and operations of S&E community:  it may be more about the private money these days.

iii. Determine reality of image before proceeding to “fix” it with public relations work

c. Need to stress two-way dialogue between S&E community and policymakers

i. Need to educate S&E community about policy is as important as educating the policy community about S&E

ii. Better informed policy community may be more critical of S&E community, but at least it will be informed criticism

d. Need to convey and understanding of the processes of S&E activity, not just the products

i. Many challenges facing S&E community arise from a misunderstanding of how research is conducted

e. Example of misunderstandings and one effort to correct them

i. Members of Congress who thought that individual universities, not the NSF, funded research

ii. Sigma Xi meetings at a grass-roots level in Michigan found this misunderstanding as well

iii. Sigma XI grass-roots meetings offer an example of an effective way to communicate with policymakers to correct these misunderstandings

VI. FY 2001 Budget is a good place for NSB to start trying out new approaches

a. NSF is scheduled for a large increase

b. The increase is in many “core” programs, as they should be, but there is little disciplinary or institutional “ownership” of those increases

