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Comment

Therole of science centres and museumsin the
dialogue between science and society

Paola Rodari e Matteo Mer zagor a

In a meta-analysis carried out in 2002, the twonmaésociations of science centres and museums
(ASTC, mainly US-centered, and ECSITE, mainly Ewam gathered all studies analysing the impact
of science centres and museums on their local caritiesl. Four types of impact were identified:
personal, social, political and economical. It waticed that the vast majority of studies conceattan

the personal impact (that is, learning outcomeitarissatisfaction, etc.), while the latter threergve
largely neglected. The very fact of pointing thigt,cand many recent experiences - some of which are
included in this commentary - show that there isvreo shift of attention. The social role of science
centres and museums is considered more and mowatanfy and greater attention is devoted to the
many ways in which museums interact with otheralamitors: from the natural ones, such as the $choo
system and research institutions, to the less aolsyisuch as local or national authorities, theisour
industry, business and industrial communities, thbour market, the consumers’ association,
environmental agencies or associations, media, etc.

Indeed, the role of science centres and museumpr@fer not to make distinctions between the tvpesy
of institutions, concentrating on their common diees rather than on their differences, which nowsadae
less and less clear) as a link between the sétemtifmmunity and society at large has undergone a
profound evolution. From places devoted to pineduction conservationand enhancementf scientific
knowledge, they have evolved in the last two céeduto become also places representationof that
knowledge and of the community producing it, anehtplaces ofmediationbetween that community and
society at large. More recently, they tend to imtetr a new role: that afiegotiation of the scientific
knowledgé€’ In other words, they have become places weretsitefevelopment and social instances can
meet and face each other, where the process ohatam of scientific achievements in the sociadypoan
be observed and the awareness of the implicatisucii process can be enhanced, from the side of the
scientists, of the direct stakeholders, and ofedpéit large.

Museums and science centres have clearly underttabéh the post-academic era of science not only
is the impact of science and technology on everylif@y continuously increasing, but also the
interferences of political, economical and ethisalies on the construction of scientific knowletigee
become unavoidable. In this new world citizens mequmore scientific information, and science
museums have been and are professional and soptestimedia for a good science communication.
But citizens are also requested to express thelinfg and opinions, and even to contribute withrthe
“end-user”, non-expert knowledge to important decis on the agenda of scientific and technological
development. For this reason, new methodologiesnamdcontexts for debates and exchanges between
experts and non-experts are required.

The museums continue to be the best candidatémfbing this dialogue: neutral, reliable, trustvagrt
familiar, science centre and museums offer therasehs mediators in science and society dialogue and
arenas for different kind of encounters.

Science centres have an increasingly strong social role. As cultutauiimns, they exhibit an
increasingly strong role enhancing the processes of democratic governanceaamarefess of
the importance of science and technology on society;. As territorial egenbey increasingly
accompany and represent projects of urban transformation and territorial magketcting as
aggregation poles, as a stimulus and a support to the school system, as a piéedon§
education and of informal learning, etc.
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With respect to other media, museums have two ofsvpeculiarities: they anghysicallylocated in a
territory, and theyphysically include the visitors. They are therefore the hmsididates to become
territorial agencies on one sides, places of canstm of a scientific citizenship on the other.

The declination of these elements in concrete teftmst is, directly observable in contemporary
science centres and museum) has many, sometimedifferent, facets. Among theée:

- the increasing attention to ongoing, open and tisified” (and thus intrinsically controversial)

science, rather than to well established knowledge;

- the increasing attention to the ethical and saciplication of scientific research;

- the increasing attention to the diversity of theiters, which reflects the diversity of the sociaty
which the museum operates. This encompasses thetiatt to specific age groups, to ethnic
minorities, to the physically impaired, etc., aslives the ability of taking into account cultural,
socio-economic, religious differences, etc.

- the capacity and the willingness to link the musetivities with the labour market;

- the capacity and the willingness of interpreting thrritory, not only in terms of its heritage or
environmental characteristics, but also in termsth&f economical specificities and innovation
capacities of the regions in which the museumaated,

- the attempt of presenting museums as social verpes to debates, where citizens’ concerns are
taken into account;

The role of museums in the science and societyglied occurs necessarily at the crossroad of these
and many other elements. Some of them are discussia contributions to thidcomcommentary;
others are discussed in an ever growing number @é&timgs, conferences and common projects
dedicated to the topic.

We believe that one of the main challenges forfiiere will be the capacity ahtegratingthese and
other pathways: “linking with the labour market’ncent be separated from “taking into account cultura
differences”; “dialogue” cannot be separated frohe tabove and - most importantly - from
“understanding contemporary science”, and so oilingahis integration would mean failing to keep
science communication in museums up to date withstevolving science on one side, and with an
even faster society on the other. The more progigiuite is an “engagement 2.0” attitude wherenas i
the so called “web 2.0”, user generated contentines a key element of the communication and of the
agenda setting for the museutrsdeed, “empowering people” was already one ofrtiaén objectives
of Frank Oppenheimer and its Exploratorium back $69: “If people feel they understand the world
around them, or even if the have the conviction they could understand it if they wanted to, then and
only then are they also able to feel that they ozake a difference through their decisions and

activities”®
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