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Today’s programme

13.30+ Welcome (Prof. Johannes Brinkmann, BI Oslo, Assoc. Prof. 
Jens O. Zinn, University of Melbourne)

13.45+ Introduction: Risk in an Interdisciplinary Perspective (Jens O. 
Zinn)

14.30+ Risk and Regulation (Prof. Bridget Hutter, LSE, London)
15.15+ Risk and the Insurance Industry (Assoc. Prof. Aaron Doyle, 

Carleton University Ottawa and BI)
16.00 Coffee break
16.30+ Discussion – Risk from Interdisciplinary Perspectives -

Differences and Similarities. (Short remarks by the coordinators
of future seminars)

19.00 Informal dinner and gathering, on campus

Cancelled: Ethics of Risk (Prof. Klaus Peter Rippe, Karlsruhe and Zurich)
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Tomorrow’s programme

08.15+ Paper presentations and discussion (4 papers, 20 min 
presentation, 10 minutes discussion)

10.15+ Coffee break

10.30+ Bjørg Ofstad, Samrisk programme, Research Council of Norway: 
Possibilities of funding for follow up projects and for project 
paper publication (possibility for questions and discussion).

11.15+ Prof. Britt-Marie Drottz-Sjöberg, NTNU, introductory remarks to 
a round table discussion ’What have we learned?’ - Planning for 
further activities

12.30+ Lunch (and end of network meeting)
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Hopes& expectations

• Academic networking: Who is who? Getting to know 
actual and potential collaborators

• Keynote presentations, paper presentations, discussing 
priorities for our networking project and its four future 
seminars

• Identifying joint pilot projects and/or joint papers, with 
or without external funding



Risk in Interdisciplinary 
Perspective

Jens O. Zinn, jzinn@unimelb.edu.au

University of Melbourne, Australia

Overview

• General remarks

• A brief history

• Core issues



Introduction

• Rapidly growing risk research since the 1960s.

• Communication of risk increased. Still contested 
whether life today is riskier than 100 years ago.

• Risk has become an issue in increasingly more societal 
areas: Environment, new technologies, social risks, life 
course risks, political risks, etc.

• Societal management of risk has become an 
interdisciplinary enterprise (e.g. science, economics, 
psychology, sociology, jurisprudence, politics, media 
studies).

New York Times Risk‐Communication
New York Times 1852-2006 (frequencies)

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

9000

10000

18
52

18
56

18
60

18
64

18
68

18
72

18
76

18
80

18
84

18
88

18
92

18
96

19
00

19
04

19
08

19
12

19
16

19
20

19
24

19
28

19
32

19
36

19
40

19
44

19
48

19
52

19
56

19
60

19
64

19
68

19
72

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
88

19
92

19
96

20
00

20
04

risk danger harm threat uncertainty chance safety security certainty



Introduction

A shared understanding of risk? Risk as ...
• danger, harm, threat or disaster

• decision‐making or attribution of decisions

• statistic‐probabilistic calculation

• socio‐cultural construction (as part of power games, values, 
blame allocation etc.)

Introduction

Risk research

• How to deal with undesired events ...
– we are facing (natural disasters)

– as a result from our attempts to control an in principle 
uncertain future (side‐effects of industrialisation)

– as possible outcomes of our decisions

• Disaster research versus risk research
– How to deal with specific risks/disasters

– How to deal with an uncertain future



Introduction

• A brief history of risk research:
– Science approaches

– Behavioural economics / cognitive psychology

– Risk perception / psychometric paradigm

– Societal approaches (cultural, risk society, 
governmentality, systems theory)

Zinn, J.O. & Taylor‐Gooby, P. 2006: Risk as an Interdisciplinary Research Area, 
in: Taylor‐Gooby, P. & Zinn, J. O.: Risk in Social Science, OUP, 20‐53

A short history of risk research

The limits of objective prognoses of risk acceptability 
(Starr, 1969)
– Prognosis of public acceptance of new risks

– Quantitative measure (deaths per produced energy)

– Nuclear power better death‐energy ratio

– Public should welcome the new technology (revealed 
preferences)

– Irrational rejection of the technology by large parts of the 
public.



A short history of risk research

Cognitive psychologists and decision making research 
(Tversky/Kahneman 1974)

• Systematic and significant deviations from best solutions 
(human mental limits)

• Evolutionary developed heuristics and biases in judgement
– Availability
– Representativeness
– Cognitive dissonance

• Critique
– Artificial decision making situations in lab‐experiments (time pressure, 

little information)
– In real life people have experiences and can ask others for advice

A short history of risk research

• Psychometric paradigm (Slovic 2000)

• Asking people directly with standardised 
questionnaires (expressed preferences)

• Systematic difference between experts’
understanding of risk (objective) and lay‐people’s 
understanding of risk (subjective)

• Dread factor (lack of control, future generations)

• Familiarity factor (observability, known etc.)



Familarity

Dread factor



A short history of risk research

• Psychometric paradigm (Slovic 2000)
– National, regional and local differences
– Socio‐structural differences (gender, ethnicity, class/milieu, 

white male effect)

• Problems
– Average estimations neglect individual differences
– Static: neglects interactive and dynamic effects
– Unclear connection of perception and action

• Insight
– For most (lay)people risk is not just a combination of the size 

and the probability of a damage – has a social and subjective 
dimension as well 

A short history of risk research

Expert‐lay controversy
• General assumption of the superiority of professional 

expertise and inferiority of lay knowledge was questioned 
(Wynne 1982, 1987)

– Epistemic cultures vs. local knowledge

– Lay people evaluate the reliability of experts

– Trust

– Risk communication: Shift from teaching the public to 
participation of the public
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Incompatible Incompatible 
Cultures?Cultures?

9: …that’s the problem: [the OCC is] a hindsight-looking organization. 

There are certainly certain systems in the hospital that do lend
themselves to quality control, you know, like, checking drugs. I
mean, mechanical things that you can put computer programs in. 
You can, you know, use structure to do [that]. 

But when human factors come into it, you’re right, it’s a lot more 
difficult to impose structure. 

Which Death Which Death 
Lesson?Lesson?



Nanotechnology and uncertainty: is there room 
at the bottom for Corporate Social 

Responsibility?

Chris Groves
ESRC Centre for Business Relationships, Accountability, 

Sustainability and Society (BRASS)
Cardiff University, UK
www.brass.cf.ac.uk

grovesc1@cf.ac.uk

Overview
Two themes underlying research

The ethics and politics of uncertainty (Marris 2006)
Uncertainty and regulation of emerging technologies – suitability of 
different regulatory tools

Current DEFRA-sponsored project at BRASS
Voluntary regulation and CSR as potential responses to rapid 
development of nanotechnologies
Centres on series of interviews with industry actors.

In this presentation
(Very) short overview of conceptual background on ethics and 
uncertainty
How uncertainty surrounds the social significance of nanotechnologies
The UK regulatory context
Initial findings from empirical research

1. Marris, P. (1996). The politics of uncertainty: attachment in private and public life. London; 
New York: Routledge.



Thinking about responsibility and technology

The need for a technological ethics based on future-
oriented responsibility – Hans Jonas, The Imperative of 
Responsibility

‘[w]hat will happen to that being if I do not take care of him? 
The more obscure the answer, the more clearly delineated is 
the responsibility’ (Jonas 1984, 285)
Consider the timeprint of our actions (Adam and Groves 
2007, 115-17)

Technological interventions create a context of radical 
uncertainties

Jonas can therefore be read as a prophet of precaution
But his argument can be construed as an invocation of care
(Groves 2009)

1. Jonas, H. (1984). The imperative of responsibility : in search of an ethics for the technological age, Chicago ; 
London, University of Chicago Press.

2. Adam, B. and C. Groves (2007). Future Matters: Action, Knowledge, Ethics, Leiden, Brill
3. Groves, C. (2009). "Future ethics: risk, care and non-reciprocal responsibility." Journal of Global Ethics 5(1): 17-31

Thinking about responsibility and technology

How can action be reconnected with knowledge – can we 
use “knowledge of uncertainty” as a basis for action?
1. Definitions of uncertainty on a continuum (e.g. Funtowicz & 

Ravetz 1990; Walker, Harremoes et al. 2003)
2. Definitions of qualitatively distinct dimensions of uncertainty 

(e.g. Wynne 1992)

Concerns about uncertainty go beyond debates about 
“risk” (Beck), and shift “upstream”

Begin to concern substantive issues of social good and 
flourishing
The “contract” between science and society – trust and 
transparency as key criteria

• Funtowicz, S. O. and J. R. Ravetz (1990). Uncertainty and Quality in Science for Policy, Dordrecht, Kluwer.
• Walker, W. E., P. Harremoës, et al. (2003). "Defining uncertainty: a conceptual basis for uncertainty 

management in model-based decision support." Integrated Assessment 4(1): 5-17
• Wynne, B. (1992). "Uncertainty and Environmental Learning - Reconceiving Science and Policy in the 

Preventive Paradigm." Global Environmental Change-Human and Policy Dimensions 2(2): 111-127.



Nanotech and novelty

Nanotechnology: still emerging, without social 
consolidation
Is there a single thing called “nanotechnology”?
Uniqueness often claimed for technology because of 
capacity to manipulate “building blocks of matter”
(Amato 1999)
Current commercial and near-to-commercial applications 
tend to be passive nanomaterials, e.g.

Nanoparticles of metal oxides (titanium dioxide, zinc oxide etc.)
Nanostructures (carbon nanotubes, quantum dots etc.)

1. Amato, I. (1999). Nanotechnology: shaping the world atom by atom. Washington DC, National 
Science and Technology Council Committee on Technology

Nanotech and novelty

Future evolution: shift from passive to active ?
This future is shrouded in uncertainties, but so is 
the present, mainly due to novel properties of 
nanomaterials

Sometimes enhanced properties possessed by bulk 
equivalents
Sometimes opposed properties to those of bulk version

Whichever, novel properties often cannot be 
predicted from consideration of bulk versions



Concerns: public and regulators

Public: negative views expressed in terms of 
mistrust, based on past experience (Kearnes and 
Wynne 2007). Some areas of concern:
1. Future disruptive technical possibilities (e.g. human 

enhancement), and their significance for “core social 
values”

2. Near and longer-term economic and political impacts, 
such as a “nanodivide” (ETC Group 2005, Hunt 2006)

3. Near and longer term hazards (worker and consumer 
health, environmental impacts) of first generation 
nanomaterials

1. Kearnes, M. and B. Wynne (2007). "On nanotechnology and ambivalence: the politics of enthusiasm." 
Nanoethics 1: 131-142.

2. ETC Group (2005). Nanotech's "Second Nature" patents: implications for the Global South. 
http://www.etcgroup.org/upload/publication/pdf_file/54

3. Hunt, G. (2006). The global ethics of nanotechnology. In: Nanotechnology: risk,ethics and law. G. Hunt and M. 
D. Mehta, eds. London, Earthscan: 183-95.

Concerns: public and regulators
Regulators also concerned over this last point, and whether:
1. Existing regulations will cover nanomaterials adequately
2. What hazards will novel properties of passive (and later, 

active) nanomaterials create? E.g. 
• Could nanotubes cause mesothilioma-like symptoms (Donaldson, 

Poland et al. 2008)?
• Could nanosilver pollution destroy soil microbes? (Chen and 

Schluesener 2008)
• Might nanomaterials render toxic pollutants more bioavailable

(Sutherland, Bailey, et al. 2008)?

Are research goals too focused on acute rather than chronic/long-
term exposure scenarios?
All these questions gain force from the novel and sometimes 
unpredictable properties of nanomaterials

1. Donaldson, K., C. A. Poland, et al. (2008). "Carbon nanotubes introduced into the abdominal cavity of mice 
show asbestos-like pathogenicity in a pilot study." Nature Nanotechnology.

2. Chen, X. and H. J. Schluesener (2008). "Nanosilver: A nanoproduct in medical application." Toxicology 
Letters 176: 1-12.

3. Sutherland, W. J., M. J. Bailey, et al. (2008). "Future novel threats and opportunities facing UK biodiversity
identified by horizon scanning." Journal of Applied Ecology 45(3): 821-833.



The UK regulatory context

Government expressed willingness to “take into 
account” public concerns about nano

“Health, safety, environmental and (more general) 
consumer rights, as well as property rights and scientific 
freedom, are the crucial legal values at stake.” (Dorbeck-
Jung 2007, 264)

Two-pronged approach, in line with EU policy
Incremental adaptation of existing regulatory 
frameworks, informed by the precautionary principle
Voluntary risk management and public engagement 
activities by researchers and industry.

1. Bärbel R. Dorbeck-Jung, 2007, “What can prudent public regulators learn from the United 
Kingdom government’s nanotechnological regulatory activities?”, NanoEthics (2007) 1:257–270

The UK regulatory context

First example of latter strategy: DEFRA’s Voluntary 
Reporting Scheme

Not successful to date – only 11 submissions over two 
years

Next step: avoid having to wait for data by 
encouraging active responsibility (“care”)

Encourage minimisation of short- and long-term risks
Promote upstream communication with the public 
about opportunities, risks and scientific uncertainties
Facilitate discussions between industry, NGOs and the 
public on economic and social impacts



DEFRA/BRASS CSR Project
Due to complete by June 2009
Goals: 

to determine how far CSR initiatives have penetrated 
nanotechnologies sector in the UK.
Examine how far CSR measures address aforementioned areas of 
concern and uncertainty, particularly temporally extended care

Two components: 
Quantitative/qualitative content analysis of online CSR reporting 
from 78 companies (codes of conduct, company policies, annual 
reports)
15-20 semi-structured interviews with company representatives

Analysis: based on six material CSR criteria:

Risk 
Management

Liability

Stakeholder 
engagement

Access (e.g. IP 
sharing)

Human health

Environmental 
Impacts

Material criteria

Online CSR Analysis

44 out of 78 companies provided documents –
either

Codes of conduct
Policy statements
Annual reports

Very few documents produced by either micro 
companies or SMEs

86% of micros, for example, failed to provide at least 
one of the three categories of document
Most nanotech companies in UK are micro/SMEs

All large and multinational companies surveyed 
provided one or more documents 



Online CSR reporting analysis: key 
findings

In relation to trust and transparency, a couple of 
points from the literature on CSR (e.g. Gunningham
1995)

Reporting is a key component of a comprehensive corporate 
social responsibility strategy
External auditing of reports is necessary to make them 
trustworthy

Very low level of reporting on nanotechnology 
activities (12% of documents), and cursory discussion 
at best

Consistent with small body of existing research on nano and 
CSR (e.g. Helland, Scheringer et al. 2008)

1. Gunningham, N. (1995). "Environment, self-regulation and the chemical industry: assessing 
Responsible Care." Law and Policy 17(1): 57-109.

2. Helland, A., M. Scheringer, et al. (2008). "Risk assessment of engineered nanomaterials: A 
survey of industrial approaches." Environmental Science and Technology 42(2): 640-646.

Online CSR reporting analysis: key 
findings

For non-nanotech related statements, four findings 
are important:

Little third-party auditing of CSR policies and 
reports
Very little evidence of stakeholder engagement 
among smaller companies
Inequality of access not addressed (except to some 
extent by Big Pharma)
Little evidence of long-term risk management 
approaches in smaller companies; some large and 
many multinational companies have general systems 
and tools in place



Interviews – some initial findings

Companies very aware of 
existing mandatory regulations, 
but serious problems impede 
voluntary measures
Costs

Communication and long-term risk 
management province of 
multinationals, especially pharma
LCA and long-term risk 
management particularly 
problematic

Contrasting opinions…
“We live it, we don’t need 

to be told it”
“An opportunity to show we 

are a forward leader, 
and we are actually 
thinking about this.”

“Companies don’t know 
where to start”. 

Interviews – some initial findings

Attitudes concerning trust
Can trust be established 
“downstream”?
No efforts to address significant public 
concerns about access and 
inequality issues

Problems of coordination
How to achieve benefits without 
waste
Should government produce an 
approved CSR framework, leading 
to legislation?

“We need to avoid 
overexposure, facing 
the public”



(Tentative) Summary

For nanotech, can CSR further Jonas’s conception of 
technological ethics – taking  care of our timeprint?
Well attested problems affecting CSR uptake (e.g. 
Gunningham 1995) among smaller companies apply 
here too

Costs in particular
Long-term risk management for nano particularly 
tricky

Issues of public trust and transparency particularly 
hard to address, without firmer government lead
Persistent doubts remain in industry about value of 
upstream engagement

1. Gunningham, N. (1995). "Environment, self-regulation and the chemical industry: assessing 
Responsible Care." Law and Policy 17(1): 57-109.
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