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Summary 

 

Ethiek Commissies, Publieke Debatten en Regelgeving: 

een Evaluatie van Beleidsinstrumenten in Bio-ethiek bestuur 
 

 

 

This  thesis analyse policy instruments that have become common in science and 

technology policy. The policy context for the analyses is the ethical controversy 

surrounding the life sciences – as this controversy is illustrative for the changing 

relationship between science and society as well as for the use of novel policy 

instruments . The thesis will focus on the following questions:  

 

• What policy instruments have been used in practise to incorporate ethical 

issues and public views on these issues (“public ethics views”) in policy 

decision making (i.e. what instruments have been used to `institutionalise` 

ethics? 

 

• What are the experiences with these policy instruments in practise, in 

particular, what are the impacts of these instruments with regard to the desired 

societal learning and public support for science policy? 

 

• Can general conditions and characteristics for these policy instruments be 

identified that are conducive to such societal learning and societal support for 

policy? 

 

The main policy instruments that have been used in practise to institutionalise societal 

ethical concerns with regard to S&T are 1) ethics committees, 2) public debates as the 

major component of interactive TA exercises, and 3) regulation. This practical 

classification will therefore be used as the answer to the first question, in turn guiding 

the focus for the latter two questions.  

 

To answer the latter two questions, the thesis starts at the level of a unique National 

Ethical Committee in the Netherlands, which focuses specifically on the 

biotechnology of animals, with the overall aim to establish societal consensus 

regarding this development.  The thesis analyses the Committtee`s mission and how it 

struggled to fulfil this mission.  

 

In the second part of this thesis the case study of the CAB is compared to other,  

international experiences, in a wider international comparative study of 15 national 

ethics committees dealing with life science issues.  

 

The third part analyses how the instrument of ethics committee compares to the use of 

TA instruments or regulatory instruments for addressing public views on ethical issues 

in policy decision making regarding the life sciences.  

 



 

On the basis of these analyses, conclusions are finally drawn in part IV regarding the 

potential of these instruments to achieve the desired societal learning and support for 

policy. An important conclusion of this thesis is that it is not possible to 

`decontextualise` best practise. What makes policy effective is dependent on matters 

such as political culture and public perceptions towards science and technology. What 

is needed to enable societal learning is a combination of policy instruments, tailored to 

the specific (national) context. Though the identified policy instruments individually 

have little potential to be effective, it is nevertheless possible to identify process 

criteria that are instrumental in stimulating societal learning and public support for 

policy. For ethics committees, it is important to have a clear remit, in particular with 

regard to whether an ethics committee is supposed to represent expertise or the public 

(and its values). Furthermore, it is important to safeguard diversity in the composition 

of an ethics committee. Similarly, organised public debate requires transparency, 

clarity in remit and diversity in participation. For regulation finally, fairness is an 

important criterion. Moreover, for societal learning to take place it is essential that the 

policy instruments  discussed are not used on a `one-off` basis, but in stead form part 

of a long term strategy to establish a community of practise, where sustained, close 

cooperation takes place. 

 

 

 

 


