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Introduction  

1.1. Involve welcomes the committee’s inquiry into how the UK government can best exploit the 

benefits of the development of robotics and artificial intelligence (AI), ensuring that: 

 The government can prepare to shift the UK’s skills base to best exploit the 

development and proliferation of robotics and AI; 
 The social and economic opportunities of robotics and AI are exploited to the fullest 

extent possible; and 
 The social, legal and ethical issues raised by developments in robotics and AI are 

addressed.  

1.2. In our submission, we contend that the realisation of these objectives depends to a large 

extent on the government’s ability to develop policy that is sensitive to, and informed by, 

public perspectives on the potential impact of robotics and AI – particularly with regards to 

the ethical and societal ramifications of these technologies.  

1.3. We further contend that one important way of ensuring that policy development in robotics 

and AI is informed by the public perspectives is by embedding public dialogue into the 

policy making process around these issues.  

1.4. Finally, we make some suggestions about how to undertake successful public dialogues and 

about how such practice might be embedded into policy making practice around robotics 

and AI.  

1.5. While we have concentrated on the case for public dialogue around robotics and artificial 

intelligence, many of the points here apply more generally to how to engage and 

communicate with the public on science and science policy – particularly around ethical 

questions presented by scientific advances and emerging technologies.  

1.6. At various points, we refer to research conducted by Sciencewise. Sciencewise is a 

programme created by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills to support the 

government to develop more effective means of engaging the public in the development of 

policy relating to complex and potentially controversial science and technology. 

Sciencewise is a good example of a successful programme working to embed a particular 

form of public engagement, public dialogue, into the policymaking processes in science and 

technology and improve public capacity within government departments to carry it out.  

What is ‘Public dialogue’? 

1.7. In this submission, we make the case that public dialogue can help policymakers gain a 

clearer understanding of public views on controversial, complex policy areas (such as those 

raised by robotics and AI), thereby enabling them to better navigate these areas.  

1.8. Public dialogue is one form of a wider set of deliberative public engagement methods. We 

use ‘public dialogue’ to refer to a set of aims and approaches to involving the general public 

in discussion about complex issues and decisions that may have an impact on the wider 

public.1 By ‘public dialogue’ we mean a processes that is: 

                                                           
1 Robert Doubleday and Rachel Teubner, “Public Dialogue Review - Lessons from Public Dialogues 
Commissioned by the RCUK” (Centre for Science and Policy, University of Cambridge, 2012), 
http://www.involve.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/120727-RCUK-Review-FINAL.pdf. 
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 Deliberative – emphasising mutual learning and dialogue; 

 Inclusive - involving a range of citizens and groups whose view might not otherwise 

have a direct bearing on policy deliberation; 

 Substantive – focusing on topics relevant to specific decisions, and also relating to 

areas of public knowledge and experience; and 

 Consequential – with commitment from decision makers to consider dialogue in ways 

that can lead to material difference to a decision or strategy. 

1.9. Public dialogue as a method places an emphasis on providing participants with the time and 

resources to consider relevant information, discuss the issues and options and come to a 

considered judgement on a particular problem or question.2 To be deliberative, a public 

dialogue process must involve: 

 Discussion between participants – at interactive events designed to give participants 

sufficient time and space to enable them to gain new information and to discuss in 

depth the implications of their new knowledge in terms of their existing attitudes, 

values and experience;  

 Working with a range of people and information sources - including information, 

evidence and views from people with different perspectives, backgrounds and 

interests; and  

 A clear task or purpose – related to influencing a specific decision, policy, service, 

project or programme.  

2. Addressing the social, legal and ethical issues raised by robotics 

and artificial intelligence 

2.1. Robotics and AI is a controversial and emotive area of policy, raising difficult value-laden 

questions around topics such as: changes in the structure of labour markets; where 

accountability lies for decisions made by autonomous systems; inequality driven by 

technological change; and the moral and legal distinction between natural and machine 

intelligence.  

2.2. There is evidence to suggest that the public are at least as (if not more) concerned with the 

societal and ethical implications of the development of robotics and AI as policymakers are.  

2.3. Failure to take adequate account of public concerns around the ethical and social 

ramifications of new technologies can lead to significant opposition to policy proposals. At 

various times, a suspicious public has rejected expert advice on new technologies such as 

genetically modified food or data sharing, resulting in the rejection of the technology 

almost wholesale or the defeat of significant legislation.3  

2.4. The ability of the government to develop successful policy enabling the UK to take 

advantage of the benefits of robotics and AI therefore depends on its ability to take account 

of the public’s concerns about the social and ethical implications of these technologies. This 

                                                           
2 The Involve Foundation and The National Consumer Council, “Deliberative Public Engagement - Nine 
Principles,” March 2011, http://www.involve.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Deliberative-public-
engagement-nine-principles.pdf. 
3 Science for All Expert Group, “Science for All - Report and Action Plan from the Science for All Expert Group,” 
February 2010. 
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is particularly the case for policy relating to the effects of robotics and AI on the UK 

workforce, where the UK public are particularly concerned. (As argued below, sensitive 

public engagement that takes account of concerns in this area will have a significant impact 

on the public’s attitudes regarding the effect of robotics and AI on employment.) 

2.5. It is therefore important for government to consult as broadly as possible on these issues. 

In particular, policy development around these topics should not be restricted to involving a 

narrow range of expert stakeholders, but should also be informed by, and responsive to, 

broader public opinion.  

Public opinion on robotics and AI 

2.6. A recent literature review4 conducted by Sciencewise casts some light on public 

perspectives on robotics and AI. The review found that the public is broadly positive about 

the potential of the technologies. Specifically: 

 The public is broadly positive about the potential of robotics and AI to improve 

people’s lives; 

 There is most concern about robotics and AI in cases where the technology threatens 

to impact on people’s personal lives – for instance in cases where robots or 

autonomous systems take jobs traditionally done by humans. Opposition is rarely 

wholesale, however, and is often contingent on the need for particular concerns to be 

addressed; and  

 There is a strong feeling that robotics and AI are a form of technology that needs to be 

carefully controlled and that the government needs to think about the potential 

consequences of the development of these technologies.  

2.7. These findings broadly concur with research analysing past Sciencewise dialogue projects to 

assess the public’s attitudes towards scientific advances and emerging technologies more 

generally.5 This found that participants across a range of dialogues generally welcomed the 

development of technologies with the potential to tackle problems and present new 

opportunities, but that their support was dependent on the possibility of the potential 

downsides being mitigated or controlled.  

2.8. According to the same research, the public worry that the pace of scientific and 

technological development exceeds its scope for ethical and regulatory oversight and that it 

may take us in directions that have not been adequately considered in advance.  

2.9. Moreover, the public are concerned with whether the culture of science discourages 

scientists from voicing concerns over potential risks and uncertainties, or reflecting on 

wider social and ethical considerations. Participants are typically keen for assurances about:  

 Who controls the new technology, and how it might change power relations in society;  

 The equality and fairness or the distribution of the new technology’s benefits and 

disadvantages;  

 Health and environmental impacts;  

 Misuse; and  

                                                           
4 Sciencewise, “Robotics and Autonomous Systems: What the Public Thinks” (Sciencewise, January 2015), 
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Uploads/Robotics-ReportFINAL2.pdf. 
5 Robert Doubleday and Rachel Teubner, “Public Dialogue Review - Lessons from Public Dialogues 
Commissioned by the RCUK.” 
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 The management of unintended consequences.  

2.10. This research concludes that public views about novel technologies, such as robotics and AI 

are nuanced, with significant variations in public interest and support for different uses of 

technologies depending on the context.6 

2.11. Similarly, there is little reason to believe that public views about robotics and AI will remain 

static, with public thinking and attitudes likely to shift as the technology in question 

becomes more widespread and the public debate matures.  

Public dialogue on robotics and AI 

2.12. Given the nuanced, varied and shifting nature of public opinion on emerging technologies 

such as robotics and AI, it can be difficult for policy makers to gain an understanding of 

public opinion that is robust enough to inform policy development. We contend that public 

dialogue is an important tool for gaining such an understanding.  

 Public dialogue can provide a good overall impression of where the public stands on a 

technology, and can give policy makers a sense of how the public’s views are shifting in 

response to changing circumstances.  

 Public dialogue can enable policy makers to acquire an in depth understanding of public 

opinion of a topic, revealing not just what the public thinks, but their reasons for 

holding such views and how those views are likely to change in response to different 

policy choices, new information and arguments. This is an invaluable tool for enabling 

policymakers to formulate policy that better meets the needs of the public and which 

better addresses their concerns. This in turn is likely to lead to policy that is more 

acceptable to more of the public.  

2.13. As well as potentially providing policymakers with an improved understanding of how and 

what the public thinks, public dialogue has other, more direct benefits for policymakers 

navigating complex, controversial areas of policy: 

 Public dialogue can support the development of new ideas for the development and 

regulation of the technology itself, as well as how the policy can support the public in 

their daily lives. As a result, public dialogue can contribute to the development of 

policy that is more likely to meet the needs of the public and also work in practice.  

 Public dialogue can contribute to efforts to enhance the perceived legitimacy of policy 

decisions. Policy decisions that have been informed by high quality public engagement 

tend to be regarded as more legitimate and therefore more likely to be accepted by 

the public.7  Undertaking high quality public dialogue actives early on in a public 

engagement process can significantly improve the changes of that engagement’s 

overall success. 

 Public dialogue can help broaden the scope of discussion to include ethical and social 

considerations. Knowledge production in technical fields now involves increasing 

interaction and networking between partners within potentially closed ‘innovation 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 The Involve Foundation, “People and Participation” (The Involve Foundation, 2005), 
http://www.involve.org.uk//wp-content/uploads/2011/03/People-and-Participation.pdf. 
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networks’, 8 which typically concentre on a narrow set of technical problems. There is a 

risk of discussion informing knowledge and policy development around new 

technologies failing to concentrate sufficiently on some of the broader social and 

ethical implications of new technologies with which the public are concerned. Bringing 

in the voice of the public into these discussions through effective public dialogue can 

help ensure that these considerations are given due attention. 

2.14. The work of Sciencewise over the past decade or so demonstrates the positive impact that 

public dialogue can have on policymaking in controversial areas relating to science and 

technology. For example, Sciencewise dialogues on Synthetic Biology have been particularly 

successful in contributing to policy development, with the resulting report having prompted 

and informed Research Councils’ work on responsible innovation and having been discussed 

in various other forums, including by a parliamentary scientific committee.9  

3. Undertaking and embedding effective public dialogue  

Getting public dialogue right 

3.1. It can be difficult to deliver public dialogue activities that produce high quality information 

for policy makers and which enable the public voice to meaningfully feed into policy 

development. While there are numerous variables that affect the success of public dialogue 

activity, it is possible to make some broad generalisations about the most important 

features of successful public dialogue.10 It is important to have: 

 Sufficient time devoted to planning the dialogue – with the purpose having been 

clarified and timeframes  for feeding into specific decisions having been considered; 

 Visible and high level active support from senior decision makers; 

 The presence of decision makers – the most powerful impact from dialogues is on 

those individuals who participate in or observe the dialogues. There is therefore great 

value in policy makers with responsibility for the topics in hand being present (rather 

than having the conclusions relayed to them indirectly); 

 Appropriate oversight – the role of policy leads and external stakeholders is critical to 

steering a successful dialogue, but is also important in ensuring that the dialogue is 

sufficiently connected to pre-existing policy making mechanisms; and  

 Organisational capacity to learn from the dialogue. 

Embedding effective public dialogue in government  

3.2. Public opinion on robotics and AI is not static and is likely to evolve as these technologies 

develop and become more commonplace.  

3.3. As such, engaging in public dialogue on a particular policy area cannot be a one-off exercise. 

Instead, dialogue needs to be embedded into the government’s processes for developing 

policy around robotics and AI.  

                                                           
8 Science for All Expert Group, “Science for All - Report and Action Plan from the Science for All Expert Group.” 
9 Sciencewise , “Synthetic Biology - A Public Dialogue to Explore the Public’s Views, Concerns and Aspirations,” 
2013, http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Publications/SWSyn-Bio-FINAL03-2012.pdf. 
10 Robert Doubleday and Rachel Teubner, “Public Dialogue Review - Lessons from Public Dialogues 
Commissioned by the RCUK.” 
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3.4. In addition to this, research has shown that one of the most important factors affecting an 

organisation’s capacity to embed and undertake effective public dialogue is its overall 

cultural disposition to empowering those from outside in its decision making processes.11 

Indeed, many of the factors in the previous sub section (such as ensuring active support 

from senior decision makers) are not intrinsic features of the dialogue process itself, but are 

dependent on this wider organisational culture.  

3.5. It is useful to draw a distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ factors affecting an organisation’s 

disposition towards dialogue. Hard factors are official commitments made by an 

organisation, and include things like strategy statements and corporate plans. ‘Soft’ 

components, by contrast, include things such as de facto working practice and 

organisational culture, and are typically more difficult to measure and change than hard 

components.12 

‘Hard’ factors 

3.6. The National Coordinating Council for Public Engagement has developed a tool to help 

organisations self-assess their public dialogue capacity.13 The tool prompts the organisation 

to self-assess in the following areas, which serve as a good survey of the various ‘hard’ 

factors affecting organisational capacity to undertake public dialogue:  

Purpose 

 Mission – the level to which public dialogue is featured and prioritised in the 

organisation’s official mission and other key strategic documents;  

 Leadership – the extent to which senior leaders champion, endorse and take 

responsibility for levels and quality of public dialogue; 

 Communication – The prominence of public dialogue in official communications; 

Process 

 Support – the extent to which the organisation has a plan to coordinate its public 

dialogue and to which resources are allocated to assist the embedding of public 

dialogue; 

 Learning – the extent to which staff are supported in accessing professional 

development, training and informal learning to develop their skills and knowledge 

of dialogue; 

 Recognition – the extent to which public dialogue practice is recognised and 

rewarded; 

People 

 Staff – the extent to which staff have the opportunity to get involved in or 

undertake public dialogue and are encouraged and supported to do so; and  

 Public – the extent to which the organisation has committed resources to 

supporting a wide range of groups to enter into dialogue about its activities.  

 

 

                                                           
11 Dominic Potter, “Public Participation in the UK - Lessons from the UK Experience” (The Involve Foundation, 
October 2008), http://www.sigmaweb.org/publicationsdocuments/41838063.pdf. 
12 Ibid. 
13 National Coordinating Council for Public Engagement, “Self Assess with the EDGE Tool | NCCPE,” accessed 
April 28, 2016, https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/support-it/self-assess-with-edge-tool. 
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Soft ‘factors’ 

3.7. One of the most important ‘soft’ factors affecting the government’s organisational 

disposition to engage the public is the attitudes that civil servants have towards public 

dialogue practices. Previous Involve research14 identifies some of the factors affecting civil 

servants’ attitudes towards public dialogue and makes some suggestions as to how to 

improve civil servants’ ‘buy-in’ to public dialogue.  

 Some civil servants regard public dialogue as undermining their expertise. One means 

of overcoming this problem is by presenting public dialogue as civil servants using their 

expertise to help members of the public navigate complex policy areas and make more 

informed, coherent decisions;  

 Some civil servants regard public dialogue exercises as interfering with the policy 

making processes. In order to overcome this, it is necessary to emphasise the 

instrumental value of public dialogue, framing it as a tool policy makers can use to 

improve policy rather than an external imposition;  

 A final worry about public dialogue related to the potential conflict between 

accountability to the public and accountability to ministers. Some civil servants report 

feeling anxious that the recommendations produced by public dialogue activities might 

not align with those of the government. For this reason, explicit political endorsement 

of public dialogue is important in ensuring that civil servants feel authorised to 

undertake – and act on the findings of – public dialogue exercises; and  

 Evidence also suggests that civil servants who have taken part in well run public 

dialogue activities are far more positive about public. Encouraging civil servants to take 

part is therefore an important component of improving organisational ‘buy in’.  

3.8. The above considerations suggest that government departments seeking to undertake and 

embed effective public engagement and dialogue must first take steps to ensure an 

organisational culture that is conducive to such processes.  

4. Concluding remarks 

4.1. If it is to respond effectively to the ethical questions raised by robotics and AI, the 

government must take the public’s views and concerns regarding them into account – 

developing policy with the social risks and benefits of these new technologies fully in mind.  

4.2. Embedding public dialogue into policy making practice in these areas is an effective means 

by which to ensure that policy is informed by and sensitive to public views and concerns.  

4.3. Government departments wishing to undertake and embed effective public engagement 

and dialogue must first take steps to ensure an organisational culture that is conducive to 

such processes.  

 

                                                           
14 “Engage for Change: The Role of Public Engagement in Climate Change Policy” (The Involve Foundation, 
2007), http://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/handle/10023/2337. 


