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There is widespread concern in many democratic societies about a loss of public trust in authorities, politicians, and scientists (or at least, in those scientists that advise policy makers). This has presented difficulties to the traditional policy making process, in which policy makers, helped by expert advisors, make decisions and then communicate these to the public, in the expectation that the public will understand and accept these, and think and behave accordingly. This issue is particularly pertinent to the food domain, which has both influenced, and been affected by, this trend. The BSE crisis is seen as one of the major causes of this trend, especially in the UK. In this case, initial assurances by government (informed by expert advice) that eating beef was ‘safe’, later turned out to be dangerously wrong. Following this event, it is perhaps of no surprise that the public have become somewhat sceptical about more recent expert/policy maker assurances about the safety of other technologies or products, such as genetically modified foods. In this case, widespread public concern has undermined the utility of this potentially valuable technology. 

One potential solution to this crisis in public trust and governance, which has become popular in the UK, Europe, and other democracies, is to involve the public more fully in the policy process – that is, to seek public views and participation, instead of treating the public as simply passive recipients of policy decisions. It has been assumed by many political theorists, social commentators, and even politicians that such ‘public participation’ will lead to many benefits, such as increasing public trust in authorities, improving citizen political efficacy, enhancing democratic ideals and even improving the quality of policy decisions. However, these assumptions are largely untested, and the benefits of ‘participation’ are yet to be confirmed. 

One important strand of work in Consumer Science is concerned with public engagement (and in particular, participation), notably with how one might evaluate participatory processes. We have published a variety of perspectives and commentaries on this issue, and developed a number of instruments and processes to enable the evaluation of participation exercises. For example, we were involved (with colleagues from elsewhere, e.g. the University of East Anglia and Cardiff University) in the evaluation of the 2003 ‘GM NATION?’ event, sponsored by the government, which looked at engaging the UK public on the issue of genetically modified foods and crops (a book on our evaluation is to be published in early 2007, by Routledge). We have also been involved in a variety of projects, and as consultants and evaluators, for a number of other organisations, such as the OECD, the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Foods, the Human Genetics Commission, the Food Chain and Crops for Industry Foresight Panel, the National Consumer Council, the National Health Service, and the Health and Safety Executive. Some of our recent papers are noted below. Enquires about evaluation or consultancy activities, and ideas for joint project proposals, are always welcomed.
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