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Speaking With People in Our 
Profession
An interview with Lori Hidinger

place, but not using that process, as may be the case with 
federal management agencies, doesn’t work.

Are there some specifi c examples you can cite 
where this dialogue is working?

Yes, I have seen effective linkages where individual scien-
tists are working directly with users over time in developing 
this dialogue. A good example is in the rangeland health 
subject area where specifi c scientists have worked over time 
with users to establish links between science and policy. 
This takes considerable time, but it may be easier to work 
these linkages at this “local” level. This may be due to the 
interpersonal relationships and trust that develop, compared 
to the potential distrust in the federal process.

Can we have large-scale, national dialogues?
Yes, but it takes a huge commitment. As part of CSPO’s 

Center for Nanotechnology in Society, we have had, for 
example, a national citizens’ technology forum on nanotech-
nologies for human enhancement. Across the country we 
worked to create discussions among the public and scientists 
involved in these technologies, and these discussions 
continued after these meetings to coalesce ideas. Of 
additional importance, these public user groups were able 
to provide scientists with feedback on their work and its 
impacts. The next step will be to connect this process 
to policy. Yet, this is only one example and while it, like 
similar efforts, was distributed geographically, the number 
of citizens and scientists who participated was still limited. 
We are going to need much more effort to see these kinds 
of connections between scientists and users on many other 
topics.
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We Need Better Translations of Our Science
Question: Where do you currently see the most 
solid connections between science and policy?

Answer: Actually, science and policy seem to be more 
commonly linked in the applied science areas, including 
rangeland science, where users of science-based knowledge 
are often directly linked to science through their involve-
ment in decisions about what needs to be investigated. 
These links work when there is a dialogue between users, 
including policy types and scientists, and where that dialogue 
can craft research directions. Having a dialogue process in 
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Why is it so diffi cult to connect science and policy?
I see two main reasons for this disconnect. First is the 

way scientists try to interact with policy makers. They need 
to improve their communication skills, and to understand 
what policy makers need in order to do their work. Scientists 
need not only to describe what is known about a subject, 
they need to help characterize, based on that knowledge, 
the array of options available and the possible outcomes and 
consequences of those different options. They do not need 
to advocate for a particular policy, but to communicate what 
we scientifi cally may know about options and outcomes. 
Second, scientists need to understand that there are many 
non-science factors that infl uence policy. Policies are not 
driven by the science, not only because science-based knowl-
edge is incomplete, but because there are other realities 
infl uencing policy decisions.

How should scientists be communicating with policy 
makers?

They need to start with an understanding of what policy 
makers are up against on any particular issue. Only occa-
sionally do you ever see policy makers and scientists agree 
on programs that help further this understanding and the 
resulting dialogue. Scientists need to listen to policy makers 
describe the parameters of their dilemmas. Then they can 
understand how to frame and describe their science-based 
knowledge and research agendas so those communications 
are relevant and effective.

The scientifi c literature doesn’t generally accomplish 
this?

No, the scientifi c literature contains information directed 
from scientists to scientists. We need better translations of 

our science. Again, we need the scientists to understand the 
dilemmas, and then to more appropriately describe the 
science based options and outcomes as they are currently 
understood. The literature is very important, but we also 
need the well-written syntheses of that literature presented 
in a fashion that can be used by policy makers.

Yet, more than one-third of the US public thinks 
that current life on earth has always existed in its 
present form. How do we overcome an anti-science, 
or at least an almost non-acceptance of basic, 
science-based biological principles in a signifi cant 
portion of our society?

I think scientists are held in very high esteem by our 
society. Society is not anti-scientist, nor is society incapable 
of understanding this information. Part of the problem, 
though, is that our education system teaches science in 
a manner in order to create scientists rather than to create 
an understanding of science. There is a difference. It is not 
that science is disregarded in our society, but that people’s 
values are critical in any issue, and those values can override 
other concepts. Scientists have to work to bridge science 
principles with people’s values, in the same way that 
scientists work with their concepts within their own value 
systems.

In the end, policy debates are not debates about science 
as much as they are debates about values. Scientists need to 
better understand this reality.

We should not be surprised that current science 
debates, such as the debate about global climate 
change, are so embedded in confl icting values?

No, we should not be surprised. We need to acknowl-
edge that this debate is heavily constrained by values. As 
long as the debate is focused on atmospheric models we will 
not move ahead. We have fought about the causes of climate 
change, confounding the debate with confl icting values 
and without focusing on the changes that are occurring. In 
order to move ahead we need to focus on various mitigation 
(beyond emission reduction) and adaptation options. 
We need to make the dialogue about the realities of mitiga-
tion, recognize the underlying values, and develop realistic 
strategies to adapt to these changes.

You still hold out hope that scientists are 
“trainable”?

Yes, but it is more of an “awakening” leading to a cultural 
change. Working with scientists to have them re-think their 
role in society is a component of CSPO’s mission. We are 
working with science and engineering graduate students 
to provide them with the background and tools to consider 
the societal and policy implications of their own research. 
This has included taking a group to Washington, DC to 
learn what happens in the “black box” of science policy, 
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supporting PhD science students to add a chapter to their 
dissertation on the societal and policy impacts of their 
work, and teaching graduate seminars on science policy for 
scientists. In general, graduate students seem more open to 
making the nonlinear connections between science and 
policy, perhaps because they are still learning how to defi ne 
themselves as scientists, and so exploring these connections 
does not violate their conception of what “scientists” are.

Interview conducted, edited, and condensed by Susan R. 
McGuire, a pen name used by the author of this article. Her 
interviews with members of our profession are a regular contri-
bution to Rangelands. All costs of publishing these interviews are 
sponsored by a research unit of the Agricultural Research Service, 
the in-house research agency of the US Dept of Agriculture, 
whose rangeland scientists are a segment of our Society.


