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Broad categories of moral questions 
 

• How does it change the human relationship to nature?  
• What are the potential harms and benefits? 
• Will it lead to more or less just outcomes? 
 

From ethics to policy 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Enough technical background. Lay out the basic moral issues 

In my table-setting talks, I identify three broad moral issues that syn bio raises.



What is the Meaning of Public 
Deliberation? 

 
Questions about the value of deliberation 
Questions about who the relevant “public” is 
Questions about what “deliberation” means 



What is deliberative 
democracy? 
Public discussion that seeks 

collective solutions to challenging 
social problems 
Go beyond the aggregation of 

interests 
–What if moral conflict is so deep that 

participants are unwilling to consider 
other viewpoints?  

 “The operational requirements…are 
daunting” 
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Presentation Notes
Greater understanding and more tolerance for opposing views; 
A public-spirited way of thinking about social problems (as opposed to a self-interested view); 
Increased clarification and refinement of participants’ positions on issues; 
Learning about the consequences of implemented policies and the reasons for past failures; and 
Policy outcomes considered more democratically legitimate when decisions emerge from an open and inclusive deliberative process. 

Takes many forms…
Deliberative polling
Citizen juries
Participatory Budgeting





Power and Participation 

Who are the relevant stakeholders? 
The problem of deferring to experts 

–Power and inequality impede genuine discussion 
over important topics 

The use of “able” representatives 
–How representative are representatives? 
–Bono: “I represent a lot of people [in Africa] who 

have no voice at all . . . they haven’t asked me to 
represent them.” 
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How inclusive should the 
process be? 
Avoiding the “urgency narrative” 

–Rachel Grob and NBS: a subset of vocal 
advocates shaped a powerful discourse around 
NBS which equates NBS with saving lives -- the 
“urgency narrative.” 

Balancing the need for more voices and the 
value of regular interaction among small 
groups 
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Presentation Notes
“It is true that genuine deliberation can happen only in small-scale forums; but it is the interlinkages of communication and representation, authorisation and accountability between many such forums that create legitimacy for deliberative democracy. Reliance on representation alone within deliberative forums does not solve all the legitimacy problems; but if one sees legitimacy created between as well as within such forums, hope re-emerges” (Michael Neblo, 2010).





The need for “balanced, 
factual information”  
PCSBI: urged the use of “clear and accurate 

language”  
How will material be vetted?  
How will the government address scientific 

ambiguity or political dispute about how to 
define and/or weigh benefits and risks?  
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Presentation Notes
The Scripps Institute: “Life on Earth in all its diversity is encoded by only two pairs of DNA bases, A-T and C-G, and what we’ve made is an organism that stably contains those two plus a third, unnatural pair of bases,” says Associate Professor Floyd E. Romesberg…“This shows that other solutions to storing information are possible and, of course, takes us closer to an expanded-DNA biology that will have many exciting applications—from new medicines to new kinds of nanotechnology.”




Importance of framing 

Loss aversion 
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Presentation Notes
Standard economic theory accommodates the impact of time discounting, the tendency for people to value (in terms of time) proximate experiences
more than distant ones. However, it does not tend to capture the effect of hyperbolic discounting, or present bias — that is, the very heavy weight
that people tend to place on the “now” to satisfy their pursuit of immediate gratification or to avoid immediate discomfort. Figure 2 gives a diagrammatic
illustration of hyperbolic discounting with respect to preferences for cake.

Assume that two days ago a person was asked if they would prefer to receive one slice of cake in two days’ time (i.e., to be received today) or
two slices of cake in four days’ time (i.e., to be received two days from today). The figure shows that the person places a higher value on, and
would therefore presumably opt for, the two slices of cake. However, if the same person was asked to choose across the same possible outcomes today
rather than two days ago (i.e., one slice now or two slices in two days’ time), he or she might well attach a far higher value to the single slice (as also illustrated in the figure), to the extent of preferring that option over the two slices. Therefore, while simple discounting would require that the person would wait for the two slices (or not) in both choices, the person’s preferences over what are essentially identical options would have reversed due to the desire to satisfy immediate pleasure. Unenjoyable immediate options or outcomes would have the converse effect, creating a procrastination bias (“I’ll put it off until tomorrow”). If policy makers want people to act now so as to secure future benefits (or to not act now so as to avoid future harms), it might be useful to appreciate the human tendency to display hyperbolic discounting.
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Presentation Notes
Loss aversion is a very common observation in the behavioral economics literature (see, for instance, Tversky and Kahneman 1981 or Kahneman
and Tversky 1984). It is the psychological process that induces people to perceive losses to loom larger than gains — in other words, the disutility
that individuals seemingly suffer from losses is often approximately twice as great in magnitude as the utility they enjoy from gains of the same
absolute size (e.g., although in standard economic theory it is assumed that there will not be a large difference in the magnitude of utility/disutility
of winning/losing $50, empirical observation suggests that the pain of losing $50 will be approximately double the magnitude of the joy of winning
$50).




Importance of framing 

Loss aversion 
Hyperbolic discounting 
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Presentation Notes
Standard economic theory accommodates the impact of time discounting, the tendency for people to value (in terms of time) proximate experiences
more than distant ones. However, it does not tend to capture the effect of hyperbolic discounting, or present bias — that is, the very heavy weight
that people tend to place on the “now” to satisfy their pursuit of immediate gratification or to avoid immediate discomfort. Figure 2 gives a diagrammatic
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Assume that two days ago a person was asked if they would prefer to receive one slice of cake in two days’ time (i.e., to be received today) or
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rather than two days ago (i.e., one slice now or two slices in two days’ time), he or she might well attach a far higher value to the single slice (as also illustrated in the figure), to the extent of preferring that option over the two slices. Therefore, while simple discounting would require that the person would wait for the two slices (or not) in both choices, the person’s preferences over what are essentially identical options would have reversed due to the desire to satisfy immediate pleasure. Unenjoyable immediate options or outcomes would have the converse effect, creating a procrastination bias (“I’ll put it off until tomorrow”). If policy makers want people to act now so as to secure future benefits (or to not act now so as to avoid future harms), it might be useful to appreciate the human tendency to display hyperbolic discounting.




Is it possible to create a 
successful public deliberation?  
Explosion of deliberative forums in the 1990s 
Problem Formulation and Options 

Assessment (PFOA) methodology  
–explicitly designed to encourage deliberation about 

the regulation of nanotechnology and genetically 
engineered organisms 

–The process strives to be “transparent, inclusive 
and informed by the best available science”  

Need to be explicit about tradeoffs 

12 



Hastings Journals 

The Hastings 
Center Report 

 
For over 40 years, the Hastings 
Center Report has been 
publishing provocative writing on 
the ethical dilemmas created by 
advances in medicine and 
biotechnology. 

IRB: Ethics & 
Human Research 
 
For over 30 years, IRB has been 
publishing authoritative theoretical 
and empirical articles that address 
the ethical and policy challenges 
involving research with humans. 
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