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‘Wicked problems’ are tricky to solve because of their many interconnected components and a
lack of any single optimal solution1,2. At the science-policy interface, all problems can look
wicked: research exposes the complexity relevant to designing, executing, and implementing
policy fit for ambitious human needs3,4. Expertise in philosophical research can help navigate
that complexity5.

First, not all philosophers are ethicists. Philosophical expertise includes expertise in conceptual
work, drawing out necessary and sufficient conditions to secure desired conclusions, given the
concepts introduced in the statement of an argument. This work is especially valuable in
teasing apart solvable — albeit difficult — problems in evidence-based policymaking from
those that are impossible to solve. For instance, as part of an international collaboration on the

1 This is an accepted manuscript version of a Correspondence piece in Nature Human Behaviour. The
final, published version may be found at https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-024-01892-x, DOI
10.1038/s41562-024-01892-x.
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epistemology of evidence-based policy6, we targeted the basic mechanics of decision-making
during ongoing empirical research, to cut to the heart of what it means for the policymaking
process to proceed in light of current science. This allowed us to identify root causes of
disagreement in policymaking, e.g. placing different importance on different kinds of evidence,
miscommunication or misinterpretation of evidence, or misunderstanding of the policy process.
We concluded that without a particular type of transparency, transparency of reasoning, it is
impossible to determine whether anything has gone wrong in specific episodes of
evidence-based policymaking, based only on studying outcomes of the policymaking process7.

We also identified upcoming challenges in research within the biosecurity space, by teasing
out which residual questions for future research extracted during a survey of the literature were
themselves formulated in such a way as will require philosophical expertise to solve. For
instance, many of the extracted questions were identified as involving a give-and-take between
values (e.g. principles, ideals, morals). Merely allocating funding toward additional empirical
research is insufficient in these cases, as answering questions concerning a give-and-take of
values involves some amount of reasonable disagreement, must be negotiated among relevant
parties, and cannot be settled by any empirical method. How to identify when disagreement is
reasonable and how to properly incorporate values into science and policy are questions
discussed by philosophers, generally in the research sub-field called “values in science”.
Importantly, the philosophical work to be done is only effectively integrated with empirical
research through active collaboration: scientific research and philosophical analysis can only
adequately answer crucial questions at the science-policy interface in tandem.

Second, philosophical expertise includes expertise in normative work. (Some philosophers are
ethicists!) Policymaking inevitably concerns matters that are of profound human import:
impacting our ways of life, how we see ourselves, and how we act in and apart from nature.
Policy-adjacent, mission-led, or even demand-driven scientific research is crucial (particularly
where science funding is scarce), but there is an important task separating research
expediency from human goals of applying the science: what it is that we want, ultimately, to
achieve by means of the science, and what it is that we should want to achieve. For instance,
we argue that when intending to apply evidence in policymaking, such as during the design of
a pandemic response, philosophical research should be conducted to bring to the surface what
specific ethical commitments are present that impact the kinds (and quantity) of evidence
required of responsible policymakers, given the details at hand (including what stage within the
policy process evidence is being considered for uptake)8. Attention to the specific ethical
commitments at hand is also needed to spell out bespoke responsibilities of the many different
actors involved in the occasion of such policymaking, to engage with the science. Relatedly,
philosophers can help the public critically engage with publicly funded science by interrogating
dominant patterns of knowledge demand, working to curtail epistemic injustice.

Why then is philosophical engagement in interdisciplinary scientific research not standard,
despite the benefits? Two challenges exist. First is a challenge of numbers: there are far fewer
academic philosophers than scientific researchers. So not many (scientists) have had the
opportunity to experiment on the best ways to co-create and/or innovate with philosophical



expertise. This state of affairs can lead to frictions in interdisciplinary scientific collaborations
where philosophers are newly invited. Reducing those frictions is key for successful
collaboration. One mitigation strategy is to invest in time spent together (preferably physically),
and, especially in early stages, to dedicate time to explicit discussions on the experimental
nature of the collaboration itself. Interest in engaging with scientists does appear to be growing
among philosophers9,10, so the time is ripe for more of such experimentation.

There is also a challenge of pacing: philosophical argument, and the continued back-and-forth
philosophers often employ to gain conceptual clarity, can feel jarring to scientists. It can be
difficult at times to mesh such different methodologies in day-to-day collaboration. However,
this is a challenge relevant, ultimately, to any interdisciplinary endeavor: how to blend
methodologies, and how to efficiently learn the best uses of each other’s time.

In an increasingly interdependent world, there is no question that broad interdisciplinarity
among the sciences is needed to tackle ambitious problems at the science-policy interface.
Expanding that collaboration to include philosophers will reap untold benefits as well.

References

1. Rittel, Horst W. J. and Melvin M. Webber. “Dilemmas in a general theory of planning.” Policy
Sciences 4.2 (1973): 155–169.

2. Waddock et al. “The complexity of wicked problems in large scale change.” Journal of
Organizational Change Management 28.6 (2015): 993-1012.

3. Humphreys, Stephen. "How to define unjust planetary change." Nature (News and Views,
2023).

4. Bortolus A, E Schwindt. 2022. “Biological invasions and human dimensions: We still need
to work hard on our social perspectives.” Ecologia Austral 32(2bis): 767-783.

5. Schwenkenbecher, A. et al. 2023 "Epistemology of ignorance: the contribution of
philosophy to the science-policy interface of marine biosecurity." Frontiers of Marine Science
10:1178949.

6. The Epistemology of Evidence-Based Policy: How Philosophy Can Facilitate the
Science-Policy Interface, Center for Interdisciplinary Research (ZiF), Bielefeld University,
convenors: A. Schwenkenbecher, R. Heesen, and C. Hewitt: .
https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/einrichtungen/zif/groups/ongoing/epistemology/.

7. Heesen, R. et al. “Understanding Disagreements: Applications to Evidence-Based
Policymaking.” Manuscript under review.

8. Schwenkenbecher, A. et al. “How ‘evidence-based policy’ has to mean ‘ethics-based
policy’.” Manuscript under review.

https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/einrichtungen/zif/groups/ongoing/epistemology/


9. McLevey, John et al. "Interdisciplinarity and insularity in the diffusion of knowledge: An
analysis of disciplinary boundaries between philosophy of science and the sciences."
Scientometrics 117 (2018): 331-349.

10. Plaisance, Kathryn S., and Kevin C. Elliott. "A framework for analyzing broadly engaged
philosophy of science." Philosophy of Science 88.4 (2021): 594-615.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Acknowledgements
As Fellows on “The Epistemology of Evidence-Based Policy” research group at the Zentrum für
interdisziplinäre Forschung (ZiF) at Bielefeld University, all authors acknowledge funding from
the ZiF under grant no. RG2023/1. Additional funding to individuals comes from Volkswagen
Foundation Norbert Elias Fellowships (TOS, EEC); National Science Foundation grant
2045007 (HR); Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft Project 254954344/GRK2073 (HM); Dutch
Research Council and Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science grant 024.003.025
(HS), and Proyectos de Investigación Plurianuales, Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones
Científicas y Técnicas (PIP-CONICET) grant 11220210100507CO (ES).


