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The Big Picture 

 My main claim: in risk 
assessment (and science 
more generally), we will do 
better if we strive for a 
“value-management ideal” 
rather than a “value-free 
ideal” 

 

 This requires thinking 
deeply about two things:  

◦ How to communicate  
about value judgments 

◦ How to make value 
judgments responsibly  



Outline 

 Explanation of the two ideals 

 

 Argument against the value-free ideal 

 

 Sketch of what’s involved in 

employing the value-management 

ideal 



Explanation of the Two Ideals 



Terminology 

 Value judgments (choices that are not settled by 
logic and the available evidence)  

◦ What topics to study  

◦ What questions to ask about those topics 

◦ What the aims of inquiry should be 

◦ How to interpret ambiguous evidence 

◦ What standards of evidence to demand 

◦ How to frame and describe results 

 

 Values (things that we regard as desirable and that 
guide or are impacted by these judgments)  

◦ Economic growth, sustainability, public health, animal 
welfare, equity, justice 



Responding to Value 

Judgments 
 Two different approaches: 

◦ Value-free ideal: we should try to exclude values from 

activities like evaluating hypotheses or assessing risks 

◦ Value-management ideal: rather than trying to exclude 

values from scientific reasoning and risk assessment, we 

should develop ways to handle them as responsibly as 

possible 

 

 



Argument against the  

Value-Free Ideal 



Problems with the Value-Free 

Ideal 
 It’s typically not feasible to do policy-relevant 

science, let alone risk assessment, without 

making value judgments in ways that support 

some values over others: 

◦ Making assumptions, modeling choices, and 

interpretations 

◦ Choosing standards of evidence 

◦ Choosing terminology, categories, and framing 

 

 So, the value-free ideal can prevent needed 

reflection and communication about the values 

that guide or are affected by this research 

 



Assumptions, Models, 

Interpretations 

 Risk assessment 

◦ Estimating exposures 

◦ Extrapolation from high to low doses, from 

animals to humans, from less sensitive to more 

sensitive individuals 

◦ Weighing differing sources of information (e.g., 

computational, in vitro, animal, epidemiological) 

◦ Choosing what to measure (death, tumors, 

organ weight, enzyme and hormone levels, etc.) 

◦ Choosing methods and models (trading off 

accuracy versus speed) 

 



Standards of Evidence 

 James Hansen, 1988: 

“Global warming…is already 

happening now” 

◦ Alan Robock: “What bothers a 

lot of us is that we have a 

scientist telling Congress things 

we are reluctant to say 

ourselves” 

 

◦ But Hansen says he “weighed 

the costs of being wrong versus 

the costs of not talking” and 

concluded it was time to “stop 

waffling, and say that the 

evidence is pretty strong that 

the greenhouse effect is here” 

 



Terminology, Categories, 

Framing 
 Endocrine disruptors vs. hormonally 

active agents 

 

 Alien, exotic, invasive, non-native 
species vs. superabundant or 
harmful species 

 

 Genetic modification vs genetic 
engineering and gene editing 

 

 Greenhouse effect vs global 
warming vs. climate change 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Overview of the Problem 

 Scientists working on risk assessment or policy-

relevant topics frequently have to make 

judgments that are guided by or that end up 

serving some social values over others 

 

 Therefore, trying to avoid thinking about values is 

likely to result in less thoughtful responses to 

these judgments 



Sketch of an Alternative: 

The Value-Management Ideal 



An Alternative Ideal 

 Strive to manage values well by 

improving at least two aspects of scientific 

practice: 

◦ Communicating openly about value judgments 

◦ Making value judgments responsibly   

 



Value-Management Ideal 

 Communicating about 

values and value 

judgments could be 

relatively explicit: 

◦ Conflict-of-interest 

disclosures 

◦ Acknowledgment of 

value-laden choices 

that could yield differing 

results 

 



Need for Communication: 

Examples 

 



Value-Management Ideal 

 Communicating about values and value judgments 

could also be implicit, providing information that 

allows others to identify key choices: 

◦ Publishing results 

◦ Open access to publications, data, materials, 

methods, models, computer codes 

◦ Registration of studies and results  

 



Value-Management Ideal 

 One of the most important tools for making value 

judgments responsibly is to promote engagement so 

as to identify value judgments and facilitate reflection 

on them: 

 Formal and informal peer review by other scientists 

 Interdisciplinary research collaborations (including ELSI) 

 Community-engaged research 

 Multi-stakeholder negotiations and institutions (e.g., OECD) 

 Adversarial systems like “science courts” 



Challenges and Questions 

 Communicating about value judgments is 

difficult (Part 1): 

◦ Scientists frequently don’t recognize that they are 

making value judgments 

◦ When they do acknowledge roles for values in 

their work, it could generate unwarranted 

skepticism  



Challenges and Questions 

 Communicating about value judgments is 

difficult (Part 2): 

◦ Providing access to data isn’t very effective 

without the right infrastructure in place to make 

use of it 

◦ Calls for transparency must be implemented 

carefully in order to be fair and workable 

 



Challenges and Questions 

 Making value judgments responsibly is also 

difficult: 

◦ The outcomes of engagement efforts depend a 

great deal on who is involved and how the rules 

of engagement are structured  

◦ Thus, engagement does not provide an easy 

escape from challenging ethical and political 

questions 



Conclusion 

 A value-management ideal is preferable to a value-

free ideal in policy-relevant research and risk 

assessment 

 

 This will help facilitate greater reflection about the 

role of values in numerous choices: standards of 

evidence, assumptions, models, interpretations, 

frames, terminology, and so on 

 

 Developing an adequate value-management 

system will require some careful reflection about 

how to… 

◦ Promote openness about value judgments 

◦ Make value judgments responsibly  


