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It is well documented that inexpert audiences reason and react differently than experts when exposed to information about toxicological risks [1], but almost none of the existing studies have examined how the public and experts react differently to risks associated specifically with the applied nanosciences. To address this weakness, we propose to reveal which factors are most significant in affecting public perception of the risks of applied nanosciences and what, if any, relationship exists between the modes of public deliberation, sources of information (e.g. use of new media), and the effects of new information on risk perception.

We have designed this research project to answer two core questions:

1. What factors are most significant in affecting public perception of the risks of applied

nanosciences?

2. What, if any, relationship exists between the modes of public deliberation, sources of information (e.g., use of new media), and the effects of new information on perceptions of the risks of applied nanosciences?

The research methodology for answering these questions progresses through five stages, each building on and refining the results of the previous stages: (1) development of instruments, (2)

Delphi rounds, (3) civic engagement events, (4) focus groups, (5) dissemination of findings and public outreach.

Five methodological stages are proposed: 

· refine and develop key variables and instruments (stage 1), 

· determine the contribution of variables to perceived risk (stage 2), 

· elucidate the effect of civic engagement and new media on risk perception (stage 3), 

· verify key variables related to risk perception (stage 4), and
· provide outreach to the public (stage 5). 

Stage 1 will be accomplished by hosting an interdisciplinary conference to isolate key variables and to produce appropriate instruments with which we can assess public perceptions of the risks of applied nanosciences. This is currently being planned and will be held in the NC Triad Area.

After refining our methodology based on the proceedings of the conference, we will conduct a set of Delphi rounds to determine what are the differences between public and expert perceptions of the risks of applied nanosciences (stage 2), paying particular attention to differences based on sources of information and variables that amplify or attenuate perceptions of risk. This will happen at the University of South Carolina's Institute for Public Service and Policy Research (IPSPR)

Drawing on the findings of the Delphi rounds, the research team will hold civic engagement events (stage 3), bringing together non-expert citizens and a variety of experts. Observation and coding of the events will address the effect of civic engagement on public and expert perceptions of risk. We will test whether a relationship exists between modes of deliberative interaction and changes in perceptions of risk, as influenced by the new media as a source of information on risk and deliberative interaction. Drawing on the information obtained from our initial conference and our associated experts, the events will include a variation on the nano-jury and consensus conference models.

For stage 4, focus groups on the use of nanoscience in food preparation and packaging) will verify and narrow the key variables that affect public perception of the risk of applied nanosciences. During the third and fourth years of the project, the research team will design and then conduct focus groups in three locations, such as Columbia, SC, Minneapolis, MN, and Houston, TX. These focus groups will verify and narrow the key variables that affect public perception of the risk of applied nanosciences.

For the final stage (5), this project concludes with a workshop to report conclusions and generate criticisms and future directions for research. This project ends with a conference to report conclusions and generate criticisms and future directions for research. The conference will involve presentations by the research team, with participants and invited guests breaking into work sessions to discuss the findings. Each breakout team will generate a brief report that will be published on our web pages. We will also videotape the conference sessions and stream them and post them for download on the web.
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