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Robotics, genetic engineering and nanotechnology have been identified as the three most powerful emerging 21st
century technologies (Roco and Bainbridge, 2002). Although nanotechnology and new genetics have received
varying levels of attention regarding public views, attitudes towards robotic developments have remained relatively
under-explored. Encouraging publics to engage in a dialogic process has recently become a central component of
science in society policy and in recommendations given to science communicators (HMT/DfES/DTI, 2004). This
project offers a timely opportunity to compare engagement exercises in a promising and complex area of science
\ind technological development: robotics. /
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‘Whenever anyone says...oh we must do something for the public, everybody immediately says, oh yes, robots!
People like robots. The robot people should do something.” (Engager, Science Museum/Centre)
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Public attitudes to developments in science and technology have an extensive research history. Many studies have
Impinged on robotics research — the Eurobarometer series, for example, has asked questions regarding information
technology and factory or fixed automation. Robotics research has gathered momentum in recent years, increasing
likely interventions and social impacts. Robots are being developed for use in a variety of locations, including; the
home, healthcare, workplaces and the military. Robotics is interesting from an engagement perspective as the robot
itself may increasingly ‘participate’ in engagement (Breazeal et al., 2003). Numerous studies have suggested that
engagement and participation are under researched and complex processes, in particular due to the lingering
framework of deficit (Rowe et al., 2004; Irwin and Michael, 2003; Irwin, 2001; Rowe and Frewer, 2000).

This project then aims to:

- Examine engagement strategies and their effectiveness, using robotics engagement events as examples.
Westigate existing public attitudes to robotic technologies and their potential social impacts. /
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I got a few of the slightly more naive questions off line, you know not in front of everybody which makes Table One: Engagement activities analysed by

sense people were a little like...knew a little and wanted to come and ask...during the breaks or afterwards,
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but even there they seemed seriously interested and were thinking clearly.” (Engager, Science Café)

Results

Key themes raised by the observation data (n=22) include organisational issues and their impacts, alongside levels of
Interaction across different styles of activity. In the semi-structured interviews participants from a range of perspectives,
audience (n=33), presenter (n=13), and organiser (h=12) have discussed issues pertinent to them. Key issues raised In
the interview data include; perceptions/definitions of engagement, expectations of engagement, perceptions/definitions
of expertise, the role of children/young people in engagement and motivations for communicating about robotics.
Finally, we have collected approximately 15 hours of video recordings from which we intend to identify key sections of

\iQteraction to analyse. /
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perspectives from all participants in engagement activities has provided a rich and contrasting insight into the s
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