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Evaluating the Expertise of Experts

Kristin S. Shrader-Frechette*

Introduction

In 1994, the National Research Council, National Academy of
Sciences (NRC/NAS) Review Committee on Risk-Related Studies
issued its evaluation of NAS risk studies. The authors charged that
recent reports failed to maintain adequate distinction between risk
assessment and risk management.! They said assessments should
provide “an independent analysis” of risk,? and therefore “explicitly
distinguish conclusions... based on facts... from judgments based on
values.”? The good news about these recommendations is that they
attempt to provide a lock on the scientific objectivity and consequent
credibility of risk assessment, to secure it from the subjectivity of risk
management and to reaffirm the role of expertise in assessment. The
bad news is that the recommendations seem (perhaps unintentionally)
to rebut the claim rights of the public to participate in both risk
assessment and risk management.

According to one version of the dominant NRC/NAS
paradigm,? known as “the Redbook,” experts accomplish assessment
while stakeholders, members of the public, should not play a role until
the later stage of risk management. As the Redbook put it: “If risk
management considerations... are seen to affect... a risk assessment, the
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credibility of the assessment... can be compromised.”® Obviously
much of this paradigm is correct. Separation between assessment and
management encourages people to make the epistemic warrants for
their claims explicit and thus to make their science more objective.b It
helps to avoid unscientific assessment and bad management.’
Maintaining too sharp a distinction, however, has led to an “uneasy
divorce” between risk assessment and risk management, in part because
many risk assessors have ignored the value implications of their
methodological judgments.® Also, the divorce may lead to
uninformed and therefore faulty risk-management decisions.”

My concern is that too strong a distinction between risk assessment
and risk management can lead to the hegemony of expertise in
assessment areas where experts alone have no right to exercise complete
control. Too strong a distinction can underemphasize the unavoidable
value judgments in risk assessment, overemphasize the role of technical
experts, thus disenfranchise the public who ought to have a voice in risk
assessment as well as management. |

Of course, although the rights of stakeholders to participate in the
policy decisions of risk management are not as problematic, the
public’s role in risk assessment is controversial because the standard
view is that it is a “scientific process,”!9 one in which only scientists
have a justification for participation. In these remarks, I challenge the
standard view that risk assessment is a purely scientific process and
therefore one in which the public has no right to participate; argue that
procedures for public involvement in risk assessment need not threaten
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