Small Talk Event News 3

Small Talk held its third event ‘Small Talk: the impact of nanotechnologies on healthcare professionals’ on Monday 11 April 2005, at the Dana Centre in London.  Approximately 20 people attended the event, which was targeted at medical and healthcare professionals.  The event consisted of four 10 minute presentations by two academics, one social scientist and one journalist, followed by a 40 minute chaired discussion.

Opinions on event

Overall impression, good 13, average 4, poor 0, not sure 0

Quality of speakers, good 12, average 4, poor 0, not sure 0

Level of audience involvement, good 6, average 10, poor 0, not sure 0

Are you likely to continue the discussion?  Yes 14, no 2, not sure 1

How involved in the discussion did you feel? Very involved 2, involved 7, a little involved 6, not involved 2, not sure 0

Perceived policy impact, very useful 1, useful 0, a little useful 10, not useful 2, not sure 3

Would you attend an event like this again?  Yes 17, no 0, not sure, 1

Respondents described the event using words such as ‘informative, ‘interesting’, ‘stimulating’ and ‘engaging’.  One respondent said it was ‘slightly restricted’.  Other comments included ‘honest’, ‘controversial’, ‘representative’ and ‘vague ideas’.
What we learned
· Level of audience involvement. The overall impression and quality of speakers were rated generally well.  Most respondents rated the level of audience involvement as ‘average’, which is a fair reflection of the fact that the speakers contributed more to the discussion than the audience members. Future events should allow more varied opportunities for audience discussion and contribution.

· Perceived policy impact. The majority of people did not perceive Small Talk to have a very useful policy impact. Future events could summarise how the results from Small Talk will be used to engage policymakers. It would also be useful to encourage policymakers to attend and contribute to future events if possible.

What people thought
· Most people said they had decided to attend the event due to an interest in the subject or a desire to become ‘better informed’.

· When asked about risks and benefits, the vast majority of people mentioned improved medicine such as targeted drug delivery and artificial implants as a benefit, but only two specifically mentioned the risks of nanotechnologies to health. More people mentioned risks to the environment.

· Many people mentioned the risks of lack of understanding about the behaviour of nanoparticles and the inability to control them. Issues of how to make sure nanotechnologies are safe and how to avoid irreversible unexpected results were raised.

· Some people mentioned the risks of regulation and ownership of nanotechnologies, questioning whose responsibility the release of nanoparticles should be. One person specifically mentioned bio-terror.

· Others said that nanotechnologies raised few new risks that were insurmountable or uncontrollable.

· Besides medicine, people mentioned computing and IT, quantum mechanics and smaller devices as benefits of nanotechnology. Financial benefits were also mentioned.

· Many people agreed that nanotechnologies would provide many benefits across a range of fields.

· When asked about the moral implications of nanotechnologies, most people said these would be the same as in existing fields such as stem cell research, GM food or drug development.

· Some people mentioned that moral implications depended upon the application of nanotechnologies or on personal viewpoint. 

· Other moral implications mentioned were safety, public knowledge, regulation and access to nanotechnologies.

Comments included:

Risks: “I didn’t know we knew so little about how nanoparticles might behave – that sounds like it could be a major risk.”

Benefits: “Many! Working on the same scale as nature’s building blocks is a very good thing.”

Moral implications: “We are so concerned with “can we do it” that we never think whether we should do it.”

Small Talk is a collaborative project between The British Association for the Advancement of Science, the Royal Institution, ECSITE UK and the Cheltenham Science Festival, managed by Think-Lab.  The project aims to provide coherence to a range of activities around the UK focused on discussing nanotechnologies with the public and scientists. For more information visit www.smalltalk.org.uk

