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Robert P. Crease and Kyle Whyte,
Interactional Expertise in Public Controversies

Our theme is the role of experts in public controversies involving a scientific dimension. Collins and Evans (2002) express the hope that better understanding the nature and scope of expertise might forge tools to resolve disputes where technical details matter.  This hope is of considerable interest not only to politicians, scientists, and activists but also to political theorists, philosophers of science, and applied ethicists. The approach proposed by Collins and Evans, however, involves separating technical and social issues, for which this work has been criticized by Jasanoff (2003), Wynne (2003) and Rip (2003).  Wynne in particular worries that C&E do not fully appreciate the role that different frames of meaning play in such controversies.  In the face of these criticisms, we want to explore and develop an essential insight from C&E’s treatment of expertise: that in some public controversies the force of technical arguments can and ought to play a critical role in their resolution.  We argue that this can happen even in the presence of different frames of meaning, without this happening by imposing one frame on the other.  

We begin by pointing out that Collins and Evans ground their hopes in cases involving two sets of experts – credentialed and experience-based – who each possess relevant insights on a technical issue based on their experience and training, but the relevant judgment and insights of the experience-based experts, initially at least, have been left out of the technical decision-making process.  Furthermore, both sets of experts are seeking to resolve the same propositional question concerning that technical issue. We call these unrecognized collaborator (UC) cases.  UC cases are often resolved by some form of an appeal to power in which the frame of one party to the conflict is simply imposed on the other.  C&E argue that one possible route to a better resolution of such controversies is via interactional expertise, which allows each party to recognize the other as able to make relevant contributions, and thus as a legitimate collaborator in the technical evaluation process.  We argue, however, that these kinds of cases are artificially simple to the extent that they suppose the presence of mutual trust between the parties, meaning that effectively they share the same frame.  What about cases where the controversies involve distrust between the parties, fostered by colliding ways of framing?  We call these poisoned-well (PW) controversies, where trust and distrust in experts is an explicit and irreducible element in multilateral negotiations over technical issues.  In PW controversies, the experts on the other side are regarded as tainted; thus, as not experts at all.

We discuss a PW case study involving the safety of a shipment of spent fuel rods from a reactor at Brookhaven National Laboratory in 1976.  This is precisely the kind of case in which the force of technical arguments should play a large, though surely not solo, role.  However, conditions of distrust prevented this from happening.  Cases like this invite us to ask in what practical conditions the force of technical arguments might be restored while simultaneously respecting the different frames involved.  What would have to happen in order that one or more parties to a controversy might change their minds about the wisdom or ethics of a course of action, in response to a technical argument, without switching from one frame to the other?  How, for instance, can technical information be made to matter in disputes among groups or cultures whose relationships have been historically strained?  If this were to happen, it would involve: 1) outcomes shaped by technical information, like UC cases; but 2) unlike UC cases groups whose social interests are very different, and even possibly marked by distrust, but where the distrust is governed, so to speak, by institutionalized processes. We call these Trusted Mediator (TM) cases.  As an example we cite the work of Nunavik Research Center (NRC) in Northern Quebec, which evaluates the impact of environmental change on the Inuits in Nunavik and which suggests changes that might be needed to adapt to threats.

We conclude by pointing to the ethical character and social urgency of investigating and implementing processes to restore the force of technical arguments in public controversies while still respecting the different frames in play, in ways that may lead groups occasionally to alter their narratives and lifestyle.  This is especially urgent in controversies involving socially vulnerable populations and colonial environments.  Only when such processes are in place can modern societies ethically and effectively navigate in a world full of dangers, fear of dangers, and individuals and groups who find it in their interest to manipulate fear of dangers.

Robert Evans,
Imitation or Integration? Imitation games with ethnic minority and mainstream students
This paper presents results of set of imitation games carried out by undergraduate students at Cardiff University as part of a 2nd year research methods module. The topic they chose to investigate using the imitation game method was the extent to which ethnic minority students were able to mimic their mainstream white counterparts and vice versa. In the presentation I described the practical experience of doing the research and some of the tentative conclusions we were able to draw.

The idea of operationalising integration as interactional expertise, and thus manifested by success in an imitation game, has implications for conventional discourses that portray ethnic minorities as ‘separate’ and ‘other’. According to the SEE approach, if ethnic minorities are immersed in the mainstream culture, they should acquire interactional expertise and should succeed at concealing their identity in the imitation game. In contrast, white students are typically have little contact with ethnic minorities and are expected to do poorly in imitation games where they must mimic an ethnic minority.

The research also has bears on recent initiatives aimed at identifying radical or extremist networks within UK universities. At the time of the research (autumn 2006) it was being suggested that all applicants to UK universities should be interviewed. If we can show that ethnic minority students are able to pass in an imitation game as white students, then interviews (in which they would only have to ‘pass’ as moderate members of their own ethnic group) would be unlikely to identify extremist views.

Although the sample was small, the research and its practical difficulties supported the SEE approach. White students were generally poor at imitating ethnic minority students and, in at least one case, the successful imitator had attended a very multicultural school and had friends from ethnic minority communities. That this was rare, however, supports the hypothesis that white students have little experience of, or interaction with, ethnic minority communities (something corroborated by the struggle to find ethnic minority students to take part in the research).

When ethnic minority communities were asked to imitate white communities, however, the imitation game was much closer to the chance condition. In this case, ethnic minority students are surrounded by, and immersed in, the majority culture and are familiar with its values and discourses. As such, when responding to questions from white judges, ethnic minority students were often indistinguishable from their white counterparts, demonstrating that they had interactional expertise in being an ‘ethnic majority’.

The research challenged two important ideas about integration. First, it suggests that ethnic minority students are familiar enough with the ideas and values of mainstream society to reproduce the discourse in an imitation game. To the extent that they retain a different identity this is based on an understanding of what the alternative would consist of. The same cannot be said for the mainstream white students whose identity is the only one available to them, both in practice and in their imaginations.
Secondly, in relation to selection interviews, if integration is signalled by interactional expertise then it is likely that UK students will be sufficiently immersed in the mainstream culture to present themselves as ‘reasonable, mainstream, and moderate’ in all but the most exacting interview scenarios. Given this, the idea of selection interviews to weed out potential terrorists seems unfounded in principle and unworkable in practice.
Mike Gorman and Jim Sphorer,
SEE and Service Science

IBM played a key role in founding computer science, and believes that there is a need now for a new kind of expertise in Service Science, Management and Engineering (SSME). This expanded name for service science is useful in that it speaks directly to the need for a multidisciplinary approach that spans academic silos. Interdisciplinary efforts can lead to generalists that after some time become the new specialists.  Something like this happened in computer science, which combined software and algorithm complexity theory, as well as hardware and logic design, into a new specialty that increases our understanding of computation in technological systems. Ultimately, this deeper understanding of service system evolution could lead to more systematic approaches to service innovation.  Service innovations have the potential to impact service productivity, service quality, and rates of growth and return for service systems. At the very least, this kind of activity, and the claims associated with it should be an object of study for STS scholars.

One construction of SSME is that it does not represent a new expertise—that it in fact represents simply the application of STS to relationships between clients and providers on the cutting-edge of technology.   Consider, for example, STS concepts like heterogeneous engineering, actor-network theory and principles for managing socio-technical systems. Another possible construction is that there is something new about the service scientist/manager, something that isn’t just ‘STS with a dash of IT’.  In order to find out, we need to delve deeply into an area STS has found controversial—the nature of expertise. If SSME is just a matter of social construction, there is no reason why IBM and other companies shouldn’t re-label their existing expertise as something new, in order to attract clients.

Is SSME an esoteric or an interactional expertise?

Do any of the SSME opportunities discussed above require a new form of esoteric expertise, or do they merely require the sort of interactional expertise that is particularly useful in the development of trading zones? It is too early to say, but it is worth proposing criteria for disciplinary or esoteric expertise. It is the character of such experts that they:

1. Classify certain problems in ways that suggest their solution, so that recognizing a problem is almost the same as solving it. This is akin to Kuhn’s normal science; the scientist working within a paradigm knows what problems are worth solving, and also what tools can be used to solve them. 

2. Develop a toolbox of heuristics and technological capabilities that will help them solve problems, once they are classified.

3. Share a common language that allows the experts to quickly exchange information, using a jargon that is hard for those outside the community to penetrate without gaining interactional expertise.  

4. Develop professional organizations, conferences, degree programs and other evidences of a professional identity.

Service science is already doing the fourth, and this last step is the most important one, if the point of an organization is to facilitate training and sharing knowledge among those who practice a kind of SSME art, and to convince others that this kind of skill is useful. This kind of expertise has an important experiential component, more like what a good therapist or business consultant does—where experience obtained from multiple case situations is as important as the formal training. But this kind of art is unlikely to evolve into a science, unless it is reflexive—unless SSME studies and tries to codify its own knowledge.

Another problem with labeling service a science is that the SSME will not be offering packaged solutions; instead, the SSME expert must always be on the alert for creative reformulations of a problem, collaborating with a client. In other words, SSME ought never to be in normal science mode. 

Conclusions and future directions

The central question raised by this article is whether SSME will evolve into a distinct expertise community, or whether it will remain primarily an interactional expertise.  To find out, STS researchers interested in expertise and experience can focus on:

· Whether and what sorts of  trading zones emerge.  Are they mediated by interlanguages? By interactional expertise? By some combination? Are there interdisciplinary interactions that cannot be described as trading zones?

· What kinds of shared terms and meanings evolve?  For example, how is the core idea of a combination of service science and management represented by different constituencies at different levels of inclusion in the emerging technological frame?  

· What people consider themselves experts in SSME? How do they operate?

· What sorts of educational and certification programs emerge?  Do textbooks begin to develop a ‘normal science’ account of the field?

The trading zones and interactional expertise framework discussed in this paper will be helpful in  making such interactions productive.  If the stakeholder net is drawn widely enough, SSME could potentially benefit large portions of the global population that are not usually seen as ‘business opportunities’. Whether an esoteric expertise evolves or not, SSME will be one of those domains that requires interactional expertise.

Kiki Jenkins,
Book Smarts and Sea Smarts

The invention of the turtle excluder devices (TED) is a case study that offers useful insights into how knowledge, experience, and expertise are brought to bear in solving novel problems. In this case study a mandate from the U.S. government required a reduction in the incidental killing of sea turtles in shrimp nets. At the time, there was no single individual that had the needed expertises in sea turtle and shrimp biology and behavior, shrimp fishing gear and procedures, and marine engineering to address the issue. Lacking this all-around expert, government scientists sought and followed the advice of sea turtle experts while neglecting the input of fishers, thus leading to years of fruitless research. Eventually, government change agents, who serve as intermediaries between government and fishers, convinced the government scientists to study fishers’ ideas of how to solve the sea turtle problem. These fishers’ ideas led to the invention of the TED, a device that allows sea turtles to escape out of a shrimp net.

This case study shows how the content, source, and communication of ideas affects decision making. The government scientists preferred the limited expertise of credentialed experts to the more relevant life experience and expertise of the less educated fishers. In part this preference reflects fidelity for the more familiar communication style of scientific writing over the verbal communication style used by fishers.

This case study also illustrates how contributory and interactional expertises are useful for understanding the capacity to exchange ideas. The individuals who contributed to the invention of successful TEDs had one or more of the relevant expertise listed above. The change agents were essential for helping blend these contributory expertises, because they had the interactional expertise needed to communicate ideas between fishers and government scientists.

Despite the eventual collaboration of individuals who collectively possessed all the needed contributory and interactional expertises, attempts to improve TEDs remain problematic. There was an ability to exchange ideas, but the willingness to exchange ideas was limited by a lack of interactive ability and sentiment. In the TED case study, the interactional experts lacked the charm to smooth and improve the relationship between fishers and government scientists. This was further exacerbated the controversial nature of the sea turtle problem. Additionally, there was a pervasive negative sentiment toward shrimp fishers that they were stupid or uncaring about how they fished. This negativity further diminished the willingness of the fishers and scientists to exchange ideas. 

One potential means of improving the ability and willingness of fishers and scientists to exchange ideas is through the establishment of expert fishers panels that have decision-making authority. This more equitable distribution of authority coupled with accountable decision-makers, who are respected by their peers, could serve as an incentive-based checks and balance system for idea exchange.
Gary H Sanders,
Reflections of a Wandering Expert -- or Impostor?

Expertise in a discipline is defined by a consensus within the  field. Importing or exporting expertise between disciplines puts the  actor in a marginal setting according to the disciplines norms. I  have worked on a sequence of major experimental projects in physics  which involve very different expertises.  My question is "Am I an impostor?

Scientists are trained in a narrow contributory expertise.  But  science is a social activity and as the scale of a scientific effort  grows towards big science projects, many expertises may be needed.  Several disciplines and the expertise of management may enter the  social setting. I describe the difference between small science  efforts and large projects and how both disciplinary expertise in one  field, and management expertise, may be exercised in different  projects in different fields. These illustrate the Periodic Table of  Expertises. I illustrate from my own experiences in several projects  how a seeming impostor may enter into a new field and learn to  interact and to lead in the field. 

Theresa S. S. Schilhab & Gudlaug Fridgeirsdottir,
Imitation games with midwives

According to recent results (Collins et al., 2006) interactional expertise, developed through linguistic interaction without full scale practical immersion in a culture, exists (see also Collins, 2004). In their ability to use language, interactional experts are indistinguishable from so-called contributory experts, who on the other hand are identified by their full scale practical immersion in the specialist area of activity under discussion. At the level of the individual immersed in a field already established by the bodily involvement of others, bodily experiences are said to be irrelevant to the acquisition of the language. 

To explore the extent to which embodied knowledge is significant to language, we ran experiments employing the procedure presented in Collins et al. (2006) using midwives who either did or did not themselves give birth. According to the idea of interactional experts, midwives without the experience of giving birth should be linguistically indistinguishable from midwives that had given birth due to years of immersion in the community. 

The results seem to support the notion of interactional expertise; Midwives not giving birth are excellent imitators. We conjecture that one reason might be that the relation between feelings and concepts (designators) is more relaxed that is normally assumed. Human feelings are much alike, and the vocabulary to express them is maybe too simple to take hold of subtle nuances in experience (see also Schilhab, 2007). For example, non mother midwives might project a feeling (fx toothache) onto the imagined experience. 

However, we argue that even though our results seem to support the theory of interactional expertise, i.e. midwives not giving birth are indistinguishable from contributory experts (midwives that had given birth) we have reason to believe, that bodily knowledge does have a significant impact on semantic processing of words. While contributory experts gain their explicit knowledge from explicit discourse and theorizing, imbued with analytical and logical rationality (and implicit linguistic knowledge) as well as actual bodily experiences, imbued with irrational, non-logical and holistic experiences, interactional experts gain their knowledge solely from discourse and theorizing (including implicit linguistic knowledge).
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Evan Selinger,
Side Effects: Participatory Medicine and Feigned Participation

Medical side effects are undesirable consequences brought about by a drug treatment.  They can range in severity from barely noticeable and harmless to overt and dangerous. This presentation focuses on the “side effects” of the participatory medical movement in the metaphorical sense that it critically examines some of the unintended and undesirable consequences brought about by the historical shift away from paternalism.  

These consequences are hard to detect, and their clarification requires detailed attention to lived experience.  Since discussion of the side-effects under consideration is rare, it is difficult to determine how harmful they are.  Specifically

· The demand for better partnerships between doctors and patient has led to the widespread conviction that participatory dialog enhances the transparency of diagnosis and treatment.  The more a patient participates in his or her medical care, the more empowered he or she is presumed to be.

· Problems with participation can arise when the value of autonomy is taken too far and patients make regrettable medical decisions.  While recalcitrant elderly patients have become a focal point of this concern, an array of populations can be similarly affected.

Other problems with over-extending participation exist as well.  In this context, my main argument is that the intellectual hierarchy structuring many effective doctor-patient relations constrains how extensive participation can be while still remaining empowering for patients.  At some point, however, a dialogical tipping point can arise where what can be called ‘feigned participation’ puts patients at risk of having their trust violated.

Feigned participation refers to experiences where people believe that they are working with others to make shared decisions, but: (1) their input is not genuinely valued, despite rhetorical gestures affirming the contrary, and/or (2) they are presented with information that is central to decision-making, but that information is distorted or arranged in a persuasive manner that most people would find hard to detect.  Feigned participation entails deception, and the illusions it promotes about how much influence a person exerts, and how much responsibility a person bears, can have adverse consequences for both individuals and groups.

One mechanism through which feigned participation occurs is ‘rhetorical imaging’. This occurs when non-experts are asked to draw inferences about scientific images even though they lack the technical background to do so authoritatively.  Rhetorical imaging does not merely use image-based evidence to make persuasive arguments.  By presenting non-experts with images that they will likely misunderstand, misinterpret, or feign intellectual grasp over, rhetorical imaging promotes feigned participation.  Understood within the parameters of benign paternalism, this is a good use of rhetoric; it motivates hesitant patients to pursue medically correct behavior.  Understood within the parameters of a system that allows for economic egoism, it has a more complex moral and cognitive status.     

Finally, ‘imposed clarity’ is a dimension of rhetorical imaging.  It occurs when a physician or technician interprets a medical image for a patient, and the patient responds by acting as if he or she understands the interpretation and, to some extent, validates its accuracy.  For example, rhetorical imaging generates imposed clarity by following a conversational script that presents information to a patient in a way that, unbeknownst to that person, limits how he or she can interrogate it.   

Although feigned participation does not reduce relations between doctor and patient to bad faith, the ensuing conversation does become enmeshed in a surplus of meaning.  During this time, patients are not merely absorbing unbiased medical data.  What they are confronting, instead, are medical professionals dispensing value-laden rhetoric.  As with explicit entrepreneurial contexts, the selectivities that shape how the information is constructed, presented, and received can impact cognition and emotion.  Not only can the mode of presenting data influence a patient’s sense of what it means and how it should best be addressed, but this process can occur in ways that patients are not aware of, and which need not be in their best interest.

Since overconfidence as well as susceptibility can incline patients towards feigned participation, it may be beneficial to reconsider the norms appropriate for attributions of expertise.  Greater semantic austerity may be called for, in which case the authority a patient has over his or her first-person experience, and the skills he or she develops in connection with managing chronic diseases, should not be characterized as expertises.   

A more robust solution to the problem of economic egoism entails creating a new class of consultants/advocates that patients could turn to, to get a second-opinion on medical data.  Unlike getting a second-opinion from another physician, these consultants/advocates would not be in a position to benefit financially from the patient’s healthcare decisions.  Although both “contributory” and “interactional” experts are qualified to hold this position, I believe that interactional experts may, on the whole, be more desirable.  While it may be difficult to find enough of interactional experts to operationalize this solution, they may be less inclined to identify with medical professionals as a matter of default judgment than contributory ones.

Martin Weinel,
‘Not even a maverick’: Mbeki, Expertise, and AZT
Collins (2008) points out a marked difference that faces STS analysts when studying science-based controversies in science contexts and in policy contexts. When concerned with science contexts, the analytic tools developed by the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK) invariably lead to the deconstruction of consensus about technical issues, thus controversies that are considered closed through facts and evidence will be opened up again. However, when concerned with science-based controversies in policy contexts, analysts sometimes choose to claim that a controversy that some scientists claim is still open is really closed. Both the ‘still open’ outcome and the ‘already closed’ outcome will influence policy-making. For example, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has come to the consensus view that climate change is partly a result of human activities. This leads STS analysts to claim that the controversy about human influence on climate change is closed for practical purposes. Thus policy makers should not be allowed to refer to the view of scientific mavericks who dispute the consensus position to legitimise their unwillingness to base political actions on the IPCC consensus. However, if STS analysts come to the conclusion that no sufficient consensus has been established yet, then choices for policy-makers would not be constrained by science in the same way.      

The question arises on what extra-scientific criteria STS analysts can rely to make their judgement – more ‘open’ or more ‘closed’ than scientists say – as objective and transparent as possible, and to avoid choices that serve their own political interests (Collins 2008). Possible criteria can be the origins of a controversy (e.g. who starts it or what are the circumstances of the start of a controversy), the extra-scientific interests of actors (e.g. scientists paid by the tobacco industry who dispute the smoking cigarettes is carcinogenic) or the lack of “intention to make a body of work fit with the existing body of science” (Collins and Evans 2007: 126) (e.g. advocates of Intelligent Design try to change science from a potentially endless inquiry into a finite activity – once their ‘experiments’ show that some deity is the creator of everything there is just nothing more to do for ‘ID science’ – and we might say that this is a good reason not to treat their work as a contribution to science). While these criteria help to objectify the choices of STS analysts with respect to the state of scientific controversies, they also help to distinguish ‘real’ from ‘fake’ scientific controversies. With respect to the criterion concerning the origins of a controversy, if it can be shown that actors who trigger a scientific controversy lack sufficient expertise in the relevant sciences the controversy should be regarded as fake and thus should not affect policy-making. 

The case study in this paper is concerned with the so-called South African AZT controversy. The controversy was about the question whether it is safe to give AZT, an antiretroviral drug, to pregnant women in South Africa to reduce the risk of mother-to-child transmission of HIV. The controversy was triggered by Thabo Mbeki, the President of South Africa, after he informed himself about characteristics and safety of AZT through reading scientific literature. In this process he gained –according to the Periodic Table of Expertises – `Primary Source Knowledge,’ based on ubiquitous tacit knowledge only. However, as it is shown in Weinel (2008), this level of expertise is insufficient for making informed technical decisions. Based on the criterion of expertise we can therefore conclude that the South African AZT controversy was a fake controversy and should never have affected policy-making in the country as it did. 

The case adds to similar insights derived by other case studies, e.g. Collins’ (1988) investigation of lay judgements about the safety of anti-misting kerosene and transport flasks for nuclear fuel or Selinger’s (see this list of abstracts) research on participation of patients in medical decision-making, which all show that non-experts can come to believe that they are experts. But non-experts lack the domain-specific knowledge that enables experts to interpret the evidence appropriately.  
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