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Three tenets of wisdom for science and policy to remember

“What man desires is not knowledge, but certainty.”
Winston Churchill

“The aim of science is not to open the door to infinite 
wisdom,

but to set a limit to infinite error.”
Bertolt Brecht, The Life of Galileo (1939)

“Most of us are more responsible for what we
decide not to do than for what we do.”  

Voltaire
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Reconciling Policy with Credible Science:
Central Issues
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• For decades, scientific research and discovery, as well as technological 
advances, have provided societies worldwide with innumerable options to 
address the most significant and complex challenges of our time.

• Unfortunately, the choice of which options to embrace and which to reject are 
often inappropriately driven by agendas removed from reality.

• Those responsible for societal policies need to accurately appreciate the 
advantages and risks of scientific and technological options.

• Public support from citizens (i.e., non-specialists) is critical for effectively 
implementing any specific credible scientific and/or technological option.

• Public support depends on citizens having an accurate understanding of 
potential impact(s) of policies on their individual lifestyles and any 
consequences for their respective communities.
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Reconciling Policy with Credible Science: 
Current Realities
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The time-honored model of decisions based on “expert advice” to mobilize the 
public support for progressive policies requires change

• Expert advice is increasingly mistrusted.

• The innumerable scientific and technical reports now available are not widely 
read (or understood), and rarely acted upon.

• Decisions from political communities have often reflected parochial, 
nonscientific priorities.  

• Policy decisions that can be implemented (i.e., actionable decisions) 
increasingly reflect compromises that do NOT fully recognize the global 
diversity of political, cultural, and economic perspectives.

• Policy decisions need to be consistently supported by populations with 
vastly different educational backgrounds and cultural priorities.

www.scienceforglobalpolicy.org
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Institute on Science for Global Policy (ISGP) Rationale
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“Many of the most significant geopolitical 
policy and security issues in the 
increasingly global societies of the 21st

century are directly connected with the 
remarkably rapid and profound 
scientific and technological (S&T) 
achievements of our time (e.g., energy, 
climate change, bio- and genomic 
medicine, infectious diseases, food 
safety, advanced weapons, etc.).”

-Dr. George Atkinson
ISGP Founder & Executive Director
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A New Approach to Science/Policy Communication

• Foster critical, candid debates among 
scientists, technologists, citizens (non-
specialists), and policy makers regarding policy 
position papers on scientifically credible 
options addressing major societal issues.

• Caucuses identify areas of consensus and 
actionable next steps needed to formulate and 
effectively implement practical governmental 
and societal policies.

• Broad global perspectives are translated into 
advantages and risks for individuals and local 
communities facing decisions that require 
public support for progressive policies.

• ISGP provides unusual, if not unique, forums to 
generate well-informed public understanding 
and commitments.

ISGP

SCIENCE POLICY
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ISGP Conference Debates and Caucuses

Debates (Chatham House rule)
• Each policy position paper debated (90 minutes total).
• Author summarizes central points (5 minutes). 
• All participants (including other authors) engage in 

debates (85 minutes).
Caucuses (Chatham House rule)

• Identify areas of consensus and actionable next steps
needed practically to formulate and implement effective 
policy decisions, both domestically and internationally.  

Outcomes
• Policy makers either strengthened existing or change  

views based on scientifically credible understanding.
• Scientists have a clearer understanding of the information 

policy makers need for decision making.

www.scienceforglobalpolicy.org
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ISGP Program Format

Interviews 
with experts

Strategic 
Roadmap

Published 
reports

Follow up 
briefings

Hundreds 
of 

internat’l
interviews 

by ISGP 
staff

Reviewed 
by ISGP 
partners

ISGP books 
available 3 

months after each 
conference

Invited by 
governments, 
companies, & 
NGOs to brief 

on ISGP 
conference 

results

Multi-day 
conferences 

scheduled from  
interview results

ISGP does not 
lobby 



Integrated ISGP Programs
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ISGP Conference: The Genomic Revolution 
British Parliament, House of Lords, London, UK



ISGP Conference: Pandemic Preparedness

Picture of retangle from Ursinus





The Reality of Climate Change



ISGP Conference: “Climate Impact on National Security” (CINS)
ISGP and U.S. Army War College (USAWC)

 For more than a decade, DoD has identified climate issues as among the 
top strategic risks to U.S. national security interests.

 To discount, or to underestimate, the potentially dominant impact of 
climate in the formulation and implementation of security policies and 
missions is an error of enormous consequence.

 State-of-the-art analyses of historical and modeling data demonstrate 
climate changes are rapidly deteriorating with increasingly significant 
consequences.

 Observed and foreseeable climate changes are expected to define new 
real-world conditions (sea rise, ocean warming and acidification, severe 
competition for resources, degradation of air, water, and arable land).

 Secondary impacts on national security include extreme human migration, 
societal instability and collapse, declining biodiversity, energy market 
disruption, weak and failing states with mass atrocities, wide spread 
infectious disease outbreaks, transnational organized crime.

 Failure to make rational, anticipatory decisions based on a uniform 
consensus from the international scientific community could be seen as 
willful negligence

ISGP Conference: “Climate Impact on National Security” CINS
ISGP and U.S. Army War College (USAWC)
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The ISGP Model
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