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Social Shaping Perspectives on e-Science and e-Social Science: the case for 
research support 
 
A consultative study for the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) 
 
Steve Woolgar, Professor of Marketing, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford 
 
 
0. Executive Summary 
 
This paper reports the outcome of a consultative study commissioned by ESRC with the 
objective of identifying and evaluating research themes and issues under the general 
rubric of “social shaping of e-Science and of e-Social Science”. “Social shaping” is 



defined very broadly to include all social scientific aspects of the genesis, use, 
implementation and effects of the new e technologies. 
Despite the enormous unfolding investment in eg grid technologies, it seems we know 
almost nothing about how and why (and by whom) these new technologies will be taken 
up, nor what will be the likely effects on the nature and conduct of e-Science and e-Social 
Science research. 
The need for attention to these questions is urgent because the initial current investments 
are establishing systems that will remain in place for some time to come. 
The social shaping agenda provides a major opportunity for intervention by, for example, 
contributing social science expertise in the development of software and in the 
engineering of the interface. 
This agenda also provides the opportunity to contribute to our basic understanding of 
the genesis, impacts and implications of new technologies – worked through in relation 
to a new generation of highly influential communication technologies. 
Although the research capacities in this area are both extensive and multidisciplinary, 
these are only just beginning to be drawn upon in understanding the new phenomenon. 
With the right mode of funding ESRC could effect a major innovation in 
interdisciplinary collaborative research. 
A set of core research themes and associated questions are outlined, which might be used 
as the basis for a call for research proposals.  
It is recommended that ESRC develop a multi faceted programme style initiative, which 
includes collaboration with and input from other funding bodies including JISC, EPSRC 
and other research councils.   
 
Social Shaping Perspectives on e-Science and e-Social Science: the case for 
research support 1 
 
A consultative study for the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) 
 
Steve Woolgar, Professor of Marketing, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford 
 
1. Background 
 
ESRC’s current e-Science 2 strategy comprises two strands. The first concerns the 
application of grid technologies within Social Science (eg the potential of e-Science for 
qualitative social research). The second relates to the design, uptake and use of e-Science 
(eg user-centred design issues and the development of grid infrastructure). The proposed 
new ESRC national E-Social Science Centre is envisaged as key to the delivery of this 
strategy. To deepen this strategy we need to evaluate the potential of other social science 
perspectives which might both contribute to and cut across these strands. So the 
objective of this consultative study was to evaluate the potential of perspectives which 
follow a broadly “social shaping” (including sociology of technology, anthropology, 
linguistic, science and technology studies) perspective 3.   
                                                 
1 Many thanks to Catelijne Coopmans for invaluable assistance in the preparation of this report. My 
thanks also to all the participants in this study, and especially to those who responded so creatively to 
the somewhat flatfooted “ questionnaire”. 
 
2 For definitions of e-Science, e-Social Science and the grid see Appendix 1. 
 
3 Definitions of social shaping are discussed below, see section 4.9. 
 



 
2. Aim and Scope of this Study 
 
The main questions addressed were: 
 
What is the nature and extent of research already underway in, or of potential 
contribution to, this area?  
What then are the key research themes and issues needing to be addressed? 
 
These initial questions immediately suggest some core lines of inquiry. 
 
There has in recent years been considerable research on general aspects of the genesis 
and impacts of information and communication technologies. This has generated a 
substantial body of results and research expertise. So an obvious question is the extent to 
which the key themes of this previous work is now applicable to the particular case of 
ICTs in science and social science? For example, what can we transpose from what we 
know about virtual communities to the particular case of the virtual communities (if that 
is an appropriate term) of scientists? Are there particular features of scientific 
organisation and practice which can benefit from the “application” of existing knowledge 
about communities in general? Conversely, are there features of science which may bear 
upon and enrich our understanding of the general character of community? 
 
Attention to these questions is urgent because of the sheer speed and scale of investment 
in e-Science. Once such large resources are committed, their structure and organisation is 
likely to have lasting consequences: we shall have to live for some time with the effects 
of our decisions about the design and implementation of these new technologies. 
 
These might be largely construed as questions about the context of uptake and 
implementation. But there is also a more crucial theory of knowledge issue at stake: what 
are the effects of new technologies on the nature and practice of research, and on the 
substance and direction of new academic knowledge? The history of science shows how 
the adoption of new technologies can have crucial effects in this respect. But how much 
do we know about the likely effects of the widespread adoption of grid technologies on 
(social) scientific knowledge? 
 
There is a tendency to distinguish between research which uses the grid and research 
which is about the grid. This study set out to examine the extent to which these two 
strands are, or need be, distinct. Is it possible to specify research which integrates an 
understanding of the social and economic conditions of uptake and use, with the actual 
development and design practices? In other words, what are the prospects for an 
interactive social science approach which articulates the advantages of a social shaping 
perspective for practice and policy? 
 
The aim of the consultative exercise was to document and evaluate existing research on 
these issues, and to specify the research themes and issues which need to be addressed. It 
aimed to identify the key work already underway. But it also attempted to extend the 
potential pool of research resources. For example, to what extent might attention to 
these questions profitably draw upon previous approaches to the social scientific 
understanding of new technologies? To what extent might existing theoretical 
perspectives and empirical frameworks in the social understanding of other technologies 
be of value in understanding these new (viz. grid) technologies? 



 
3. Methods 
 
Bibliographic and online searches were conducted of both existing publications 4 and of 
recent activities in the area 5. These activities included recent and imminent conferences, 
meetings, emailings (eg recent email questionnaires such as that by Nigel Fielding on 
qualitative research methods), discussions on email lists, websites of research groups, 
centres, other organisations and funding initiatives. 
 
This generated an initial database of 226 people for whom was obtained website, email 
addresses and other contact details. 
 
A first round email questionnaire was sent to all 226, yielding responses to date 6 from 
166 people. The questionnaire asked respondents to identify “key players” and “other 
potential researchers”. This process generated a further 179 names. A second round 
questionnaire was sent to those nominated as a “key player” or by two or more people as 
someone else working in the area, comprising 116 (of these 179) 2nd round names. Thus 
far, 68 responses have been received. A further 9 unsolicited responses were received 
from people who received the questionnaire passed on by colleagues or through email 
lists. 
 
In sum, a total database of 413 was identified of whom 351 were contacted (see 
Appendix 2). The response rates are: 1st round: 166/226 = 73%; 2nd round: 77/125 = 
62%; overall: 243/351= 67%. 
 
At the same time, a round of more intensive face to face and phone interviews was 
undertaken. Interviewees were identified on the basis of their evident prowess in the 
community, as a result of their frequent nomination by respondents to the questionnaire 
and because of their institutional leadership (heading research centres and institutes or 
leading major bids for research funding). The study also took advantage of participation 
in two academic meetings where the author led round table discussions of these issues: 
international conference on Information, Communication  and Society (Oxford iCS/OII, 
17-20 September 2003); KNAW Experts Meeting on e-Science (Amsterdam, 25-26 May 
2003). 
 
A first draft of the report was sent out to some of the key informants for comments, 
which were then taken into account in the final report. 
 
4. Results 
 
4.1 The high response rates were surprising.  
 

                                                 
4 A small sample of indicative publications is given in Appendix 4. 
 
5  As discussed in section 4.9, since one purpose of the exercise was to discover variations in 
respondents’ definitions of “the area”, its precise definition could not be stipulated in advance.  
 
6 Although more responses continue to be received, these figures are based on the first round response 
database as “frozen” at 10 Oct 2003. 
 



4.2 The careful and detailed attention to the questions in many returns was also 
surprising. It is notoriously difficult to excite meaningful returns by email questionnaire. 
 
4.3 The level of interest and enthusiasm for the exercise and for the research area was 
very impressive. Indicative comments include: “It has been extremely helpful as the 
questions forced me to ask just what is it that I find most interesting and/or most worthy 
of research and commentary (respondent 041 7); “This is an interesting idea” (253); 
“Wow, interesting questions and a difficult area! My angle is to integrate quantitative 
assessment techniques into science communication investigations. I would love to be 
involved in any studies of this kind” (352); “Very interesting and an excellent direction 
for ESRC to be thinking about” (231). It is clear that the consultative exercise both 
revealed and further stimulated interest in the area. 
 
4.4 With enthusiastic responses came good suggestions of further names to include and 
consult. Many respondents provided lengthy replies sometimes even attaching copies of 
full academic papers on the topic. Some also sent reading lists for relevant courses they 
had recently devised. Many sent urls for further follow up. 
 
4.5 The iCS/OII meeting plus the questionnaire prompted further discussion on some of 
the major mailing lists eg AoIR (Association of Internet Researchers) with the result that 
8 returns were sent in by people not initially targeted. 
 
4.6 The responses were highly international with most of the contact population from 
UK (58%), followed by USA (18%), Netherlands (9%) and Germany (5%).  
 
4.7 A comparison between questionnaire rounds revealed a decline in the proportion of 
respondents nominating new “key players” (1st round: 73/166 = 0.44; 2nd round: 22/77 
= 0.28). But there was an increase in the overall rate of generation of new names (ie 
names of both “key players” and of “others who might be interested in collaborating” 
Appendix 3, question 6) (1st round: 179/166 = 1.07; 2nd round: 108/68 = 1.59). This 
suggests an interesting possible dual feature of the emerging research population. While 
the responses seem to be converging on a relatively small number of existing “key 
players”, they also indicate a diverging number of other researchers who might become 
involved in collaboration.  
 
4.8 On closer inspection it is clear that very few of the “key players” were already using 
“social shaping ” approaches to look at e-Science and e-Social Science. Rather they seem 
to have been nominated as people known for work in social shaping more generally. As 
one respondent put it: “You’re describing an area that basically doesn’t exist yet. So I’m 
not sure anyone fits the description” (046).  
 
4.9 Outside the UK, a handful of institutions and centres are in the process of setting up 
programmes of research (eg KNAW proposals for an E-Social Science Institute: IRISS; 
KNAW Nerdi). In the USA some researchers are part of networked initiatives (eg 006, 
035, 079, 184). However, with the possible exception of the proposed KNAW institute, 
there has as yet been little attempt systematically to integrate social shaping perspectives 
with on going initiatives in e-science or e-social science. So this presents an opportunity 
for the UK to take the lead in this respect. 
                                                 
7 An anonymised code applied to respondents’ quotations.  
 



 
4.10 Spread of disciplinary expertise. It was anticipated that the key players would include 
researchers drawn from a very wide range of social sciences: sociology, economics, 
management, ethnomethodology, communications, anthropology, and science and 
technology studies. In the event the responses revealed an even wider array of 
disciplinary interests and expertise, including: 
 
Anthropology of internet use  
Business studies (eg of effects of disruptive technologies on value chain, and of 
ubiquitous computing) 
Communication studies and education studies  
Distributed cognition and communities of practice 
History and philosophy of science and technology 
Innovation studies 
Knowledge organisation (taxonomies and ontologies) 
Law and legal perspectives (especially on IPR) and socio-legal perspectives 
Library information science, computer-assisted content analysis, data mining 
Marketing 
Media studies and internet studies 
Organisational analysis, economics and business studies, innovation theory 
Policy studies and political theory 
Psychology of technology use 
Science and technology studies  
Science communication  
Social informatics, CSCW, ethnomethodology  
Social science methodology 
Sociology of consumption (science and academia as consumption of ICTs) 
Sociology of technology 
 
Some respondents additionally pointed out that the entire premise of the exercise 
underestimated the importance and potential involvement of the humanities (eg 255, 
352) and that research funding should be actively structured to include humanities 
disciplines. 
 
5. Mapping the New Research Area: Research Questions and Research 
Organisation 
 
5.1 For the purposes of this exercise, “social shaping” was initially defined very broadly 
“to include all social scientific aspects of the genesis, use, implementation and effects of 
the new e-technologies.” 
 
Most respondents accepted that when used broadly, “social shaping” was a good enough 
general label for the relevant interests and approaches. However some cautioned against 
the narrow interpretation - viz. that “social factors” are somehow causally prior to 
emerging technologies – since this has been superseded by more sophisticated theories 
for example, that the “social” and the “technical” are mutually elaborated. This means we 
need to consider bi directional “impacts” ie both how grid technologies will affect 
practice, and how the practices of social scientists will affect the development and use of 
these technologies (048, 176).    
 



5.2 Many respondents expressed concern about what they regard as the restrictive 
connotations of the terms e-Science and e-Social Science, and were unwilling to adopt 
uncritically the definitions provided by promoters of these ideas (see Appendix 1). “I 
tend to think of e-Scholarship rather than of e-Science” (076). Some US respondents 
refer to the field as i-Science (“i” denoting interactive). Others suggested e-Academia 
would be much better than e-Science. It was noted that in languages other than English 
terms like e-Wissenschaft help overcome the sometimes artificial distinctions between e-
Science and e-Social Science. In a similar vein, several respondents stressed that to focus 
solely on research would be to overlook the likely widespread effects on more routine 
aspects of academic life, teaching, administration, journal operation, refereeing and so on 
(eg 238). Similarly, respondents pointed to the need to research the use of grid 
technologies in areas outside science and engineering per se, such as in digital libraries, 
CSCW, education and crisis management.  
 
5.3 There was a widespread difference in views about the nature and extent of take up 
and use. Some envisaged positive benefits – for example that systems of peer review 
might significantly improve with the uptake of new technologies and collaborations (096) 
– others were sceptical: “Grid technologies will not affect the vast majority of social 
science research ……a few dozen at best scientists and social scientists can be persuaded 
to make use of the new technologies” (180). This range of views underscores the point 
that we badly need to know how actually, on the ground, in everyday usage these 
technologies are perceived and used. Indeed, a recurrent theme was the need for research 
on the actual usage of communication technologies. For example, much more knowledge 
is needed about how to do ICT mediated collaboration (184). 
 
5.4 Many respondents pointed out that there is a widespread lack of knowledge about the 
existence and purpose of grid technologies and their applications. It is suggested that 
current usage is fragmentary and ill informed (eg 125). We need to know much more 
about the distribution and currency of views on grid technologies; which kinds of factors 
lead potential users to be favourably disposed or otherwise?   
 
5.5 Much emphasis was placed on the need to investigate variations in actual usage by 
different constituencies. While this is often discussed in general terms, about (e)-Science as 
a whole, it was thought highly likely that different areas of science will respond to and 
use grid technologies in quite different ways (184). And, again, it is possible that social 
scientists will have quite different needs from natural scientists, perhaps more related to 
peer to peer communication than to data sharing (349).  
 
5.6 The responses largely affirm the value of transposing questions and themes about 
“virtual community” and “virtual society” to the prospective domain of “virtual science”. 
In this vein, some of the obvious substantive research issues which come to mind 
include: What social circumstances encourage or inhibit data sharing and collaborative 
working? How will the implementation of new grid technologies affect this situation? Are 
patterns of communication between scientists likely to be significantly affected by the 
adoption and use of grid technologies? Are users likely to be more or less sensitive to 
IPR concerns? Will the enhanced technical capacity for communication lead to different 
attitudes to risk, liability and responsibility? Are changing structures of accountability 
concomitant with changing communication practices? Are we likely to witness the 
emergence of new concerns about ethics, privacy and trust? What different social and 
economic factors affect the uptake and use of grid technologies in different 



organisational settings? Are changing reward and recognition practices affecting 
communication practices, and vice versa? 
 
5.7 In particular, the growing body of work on the idea of virtual communities offers 
themes to be explored in assessing prospects for significant changes in the organisation 
and conduct of scientific research. We need to extend what is just now beginning to be 
learnt about knowledge-sharing, intimacy, trust, reciprocity and disclosure (099, 176). 
This kind of knowledge is essential if we want to develop a “collection of enormous data 
sharing options within e-Science and e-Social Science, and should be a major 
contributory factor in their design, development and management” (184). 
 
5.8 In addressing these questions it is important to develop approaches which avoid 
“fetishising” the technology. Respondents noted that although discussion at the policy 
level often tends to invoke summary descriptions of “the grid” and its “impacts”, and to 
adopt rather simple interpretations of core concepts such as “trust” and “sharing”, a lot 
is to be gained by investigating the nature of these activities in detail, especially given the 
likelihood that they will change in association with attempts at implementation and 
adoption. For example, what actually counts as “grid technology” may vary widely, just as 
what comes to count as trust and sharing as new practices evolve. In these 
circumstances, it is argued, it is inappropriate to adopt the language of barriers and 
encouragement as if the effects of the new technologies are already straightforwardly 
known. Instead, “we need ways of describing datasets that go beyond conventional 
metadata in order to represent organisational uncertainty around data” (079). The 
suggestion is that we need to explore ways of conceptualising the phenomenon as, say, 
networked communication or as distributed practice, with emphasis first and foremost 
on off-line relations rather than just on the technologies themselves (196).  
 
5.9 Historical comparisons are needed. Respondents remarked that many of these 
analytic themes were reminiscent of previous experiences with eg ARPANet. What can 
be learned from this and similar past experiences (048, 054)?  
 
5.10 We also know very little about international comparisons, about for example to 
what extent different national science policies are pursuing different kinds of “solution”, 
funding structures and organisation (096). Do these differences lead to variations in take 
up and use? To what extent does this have a bearing on possibilities for international 
collaboration? 
 
5.11 With these possible differences in mind we need to look at what in practice the use 
of Grid technologies will achieve: to what extent, and for whom, will grid computing 
allow computing to become much more intuitive. For example, will grid technologies 
actually facilitate many more working calculations (John Law’s notion of “qualculation”) 
rather than leading to an increase in rigour per se? (003). And will this in turn lead to new 
scenarios of use, and to what counts as adequate knowledge? 
 
5.12 Answers to these questions can offer a new perspective on old debates about 
supposedly fundamental differences between science and social science. What sorts of 
data are or are not amenable to data sharing? Will the deployment of grid technologies 
make a difference? Given the longstanding disputes between traditions which favour 
codification versus interpretation, will these technologies favour the view that social 
science data can be meaningfully interpreted outside of its context of production? What 



is the role of the commercialisation of knowledge and of universities in the genesis and 
use of the new technologies? 
 
5.13 The total population of experts identified in this study can be very roughly divided 
into 3 main categories: 
 
i) those researching the social dimensions of the uptake and use of new communications 
technologies 
ii) those predominantly concerned with developing, implementing and using these 
technologies. This includes social scientists declaring themselves as having a 
predominantly methodological interest (eg 228)8.  
iii) those researching the social and communication characteristics of social and scientific 
communities  
 
Although, as yet, little research attempts to span these categories, it is likely that the most 
profitable outcomes will derive from attempts to operate across the boundaries. It is 
therefore recommended that in supporting these areas, special attention is given to 
means of encouraging collaboration and cooperation across existing interests. In 
particular, it is important that we modify the current tendency to research the “technical” 
aspects of e-Science (human factors, interface design and requirements engineering) in 
isolation from the social shaping dimensions.    
 
5. 14. In further pursuit of this question, respondents were asked in particular about the 
relationship between research which uses the grid and research which is about the grid. 
 
A distinction is often made between research which uses the new (grid) technologies and 
research which is about the use of these technologies. Does your work fit most easily into: 
research which uses the new technologies 
research which is about the new technologies 
both 
 
A small minority said their work fell under a 9; a larger minority opted for b; a 
surprisingly large majority said “both”. A typical comment was “One cannot do b well 
without doing a, though of course there are many who get away with doing b alone” 
(255). Or, a more pointed criticism of the implication that a and b could ever be separate: 
“how could you do ethnographies of distributed practice without making them 
distributed ethnographies” (079). 
 
There was considerable enthusiasm for the idea of conjoining “social shaping” 
approaches with attempts to develop innovative applications in social science. For 
example, it was suggested that the technologies could be developed to provide powerful 

                                                 
8 Some of the people in this category viewed grid technologies as enabling cross disciplinarity rather 
than inter disciplinarity: “grid services will facilitate cross discipline analyses of shared data without 
requiring collaborators to involve practising a completely different discipline” (239) 
 
 
9 One extreme response: “I have no interest or expertise in these questions. My interest is in the use of 
grid technology to actually do social science. I realise other people are interested in other aspects, but I 
would have thought ESRC should be mainly concerned with funding people to actually do social 
science.” (225) 
 



tools for mapping scientific controversies; that exciting research and teaching tools could 
result from efforts to link scientometrics, ideas about web democracy, history of science 
archives, and intelligent purpose-built web crawlers (224). 
 
5.15 While there are significant opportunities for cooperation and collaboration across 
disciplines, both within and beyond the social sciences, several respondents commented 
on the structural problems they perceived to be associated with the UK funding of such 
an inter and cross disciplinary area. Others contrasted the UK situation with what they 
saw as the favourable conditions for interdisciplinary support in the Netherlands (eg 319) 
10. For example, the KNAW (2003) proposals envisage a new research institute which 
fully integrates humanities, computation and “science studies” – the Dutch equivalent of 
a broadly construed social shaping perspective. This kind of integration also provides the 
opportunity to explore new forms of collaboration and new ideas about the possible 
“utility” of social shaping approaches.  
 
5.16 In the UK, a current danger is that social shaping falls between two funding stools: 
it is perceived as either insufficiently technical, and so inappropriate to the (natural) 
science funding rubric, or as insufficiently addressing the traditionally defined social 
scientific agenda of researching “social impacts”.  It is recommended that we aim to 
develop a funding structure which encourages the active participation of social shaping 
research in scientific and social scientific research, and vice versa. This highlights the 
need to explore innovative models of cooperation and collaboration. An example is 
suggested by one of the short listed bidders for the ESRC e-Social Science Centre 
competition. He inquired about the possibility of incorporating a social shaping 
perspective into his final bid, specifically by flagging the intention of applying for second 
round funds to follow the “social shaping of our programme as it unfolds. The aim 
would be track the effects of grid technologies on social science - and of course vice 
versa” (174). 
 
6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
6.1 There is considerable interest in the development and application of the social 
shaping agenda in relation to e-Science and e-Social Science. The research community 
recognises the urgency of understanding how these new technologies are being 
developed, how they will be used and what are their impacts and implications. 
 
6.2 There is also considerable capacity for developing this new area both in virtue of 
expertise in social shaping which can be applied to grid technologies, and through the 
potential collaboration between interface designers and experts in science and social 
science methodology and social shaping researchers. 
 
6.3 In broad summary, the various research questions identified in section 5 might be 
grouped into 4 main themes: 
 
The Genesis of new Grid Technologies. Historical comparisons with the development of 
other communications technologies and ICTs. The broader institutional and political 

                                                 
10 This reflects in part the Dutch use of the organising concept “wissenschaft” rather than “science and 
social science” (see section 5.2). 
 



contexts. How do these efforts relate to the wider pressures on accountability, value for 
money and the commercialisation of research?  
Social Organisational Features of Design, Uptake and Use. How in practice are the new 
technologies being used/will they be used? How do the many concerns about the 
operation of virtual communities and organisation – sharing, privacy, trust, collaboration, 
IPR – map onto the particular case of “virtual science”? To what extent do new grid 
technologies challenge existing social scientific knowledge about the social shaping of 
new technologies? 
The Changing Nature of Science and Social Science. What are the implications for the 
nature and practice of science and social science and for the nature and direction of new 
knowledge? To what extent can these questions about e-Science and e-Social Science 
research be usefully related to other areas of scholarship, such as the humanities, and to 
more routine aspects of academic practice such as teaching and publishing?  
International Comparisons. To what extent do different national science policies signal 
other kinds of attempts to fund and organise these developments?  
Appendix 1: Some e-Definitions 
 
e-Science "means science increasingly done through distributed global collaborations 
enabled by the Internet, using very large data collections, terascale computing resources 
and high performance visualisation" 
 
 “In the future, e-Science will refer to the large scale science that will increasingly be 
carried out through distributed global collaborations enabled by the Internet. Typically, a 
feature of such collaborative scientific enterprises is that they will require access to very 
large data collections, very large scale computing resources and high performance 
visualisation back to the individual user scientists.” 
 
“The World Wide Web gave us access to information on Web pages written in html 
anywhere on the Internet. A much more powerful infrastructure is needed to support e-
Science. Besides information stored in Web pages, scientists will need easy access to 
expensive remote facilities, to computing resources - either as dedicated Teraflop 
computers or cheap collections of PCs - and to information stored in dedicated 
databases.” 
 
“The Grid is an architecture proposed to bring all these issues together and make a 
reality of such a vision for e-Science. Ian Foster and Carl Kesselman, inventors of the 
Globus approach to the Grid define the Grid as an enabler for Virtual Organisations: 
‘An infrastructure that enables flexible, secure, coordinated resource sharing among 
dynamic collections of individuals, institutions and resources.’ It is important to 
recognize that resource in this context includes computational systems and data storage 
and specialized experimental facilities.” 
 
"The word Grid is chosen by analogy with the electric power grid, which provides 
pervasive access to power and, like the computer and a small number of other advances, 
has had a dramatic impact on human capabilities and society. We believe that by 
providing pervasive, dependable, consistent and inexpensive access to advanced 
computational capabilities, databases, sensors and people, computational grids will have a 
similar transforming effect, allowing new classes of applications to emerge." 
 
E-Science is thus envisaged as a major agent of change: “e-Science is about global 
collaboration in key areas of science, and the next generation of infrastructure that will 



enable it…..e-Science will change the dynamic of the way science is undertaken.” (John 
Taylor, Director General of Research Councils, UK Office of Science and Technology) 
 
A National e-Science Centre is based in Edinburgh (and is a collaboration between 
Edinburgh and Glasgow Universities). This Centre supervised the setting up of a 
“National Grid” of computing and data resources including eight Regional Centres based 
at the Universities of Newcastle, Belfast, Manchester, Cardiff, Cambridge, Oxford, 
Southampton and Imperial College, London. 
 
See for example: http://www.escience-grid.org.uk/, http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/escience/ 
and  
http://www.nesc.ac.uk/ 
 
 
 
By analogy e-Social Science is “the conduct of social science through global 
collaborations…. drawing on the computational power of grid technologies.” 
 
In late 2002 ESRC invited calls for proposals for small scale pilot projects in e-Social 
Science, with the aim of exploring the potential application of Grid technologies within 
the social sciences. “Proposals should address substantively focussed research questions, 
based upon the novel use of either quantitative or qualitative or mixed data sources. 
Proposals are encouraged from all areas of social science. Proposals are invited on the 
following topic areas, although this is by no means an exclusive list: Data Management, 
Disclosure and control, Data Fusion, Data Mining, Data Visualisation, Simulation, and 
Collaborative Analysis tools”. 
 
In April 2003 ESRC announced calls for proposals for a National Centre for E-Social 
Science, which will have the overall aim of “stimulating the uptake and use by social 
scientists of new and emerging Grid-enabled computing and data infrastructure both in 
quantitative and qualitative research.” See 
http://www.esrc/esrccontent/DownloadDocs/escicentrespec.doc 
 
There is also, however, some scepticism about the significance of the (claimed) 
difference between the effects arising from grid technology and from its predecessors. 
For example, Elijah Wright provided the following characterisation: 
  
“Doesn't grid sound like I2 (Internet 2) all over again? …. “grid” computing is being 
pushed as mostly cell-based - while I2-style research was characterized by its focus on 
massive bandwidth consumption without much regard for the computation happening at 
the peripheries. So,  
paradigm 0: gosh this network is slow.. 
paradigm 1 (I2): we need more bandwidth, we'll figure out what to do with it later... 
paradigm 2 (grid): golly, now that we have a lot more bandwidth, it sure would help to be able to 
generate computationally intensive problems that take advantage of that... whether they require massive 
data transfer or just massive amounts of intercommunication...” 
 
 
Appendix 2: List of people contacted 
 
* denotes face to face or phone interview 



 
    
Abbate Janet University of Maryland, USA  
Agar Jon Cambridge University  
Agre Philip University of California, Los Angeles USA  
Aguillo Isidro CINDOC-CSIC Madrid, Spain  
Ahmad Khurshid University of Surrey  
Alter Steven University of San Francisco, USA  
Anderson Anne University of Glasgow  
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Zinberg Dorothy Harvard University, USA  
Zittrain Jonathan Harvard University, USA  
 
 



Appendix 3: Sample questionnaire 
 
Dear  
 
ESRC have asked me to do a scoping report to identify issues and problems they should 
be funding around "the social shaping of e-Science and e-Social Science".  
 
Despite the enormous unfolding investment in eg grid technologies, it seems we know 
almost nothing about how and why (and by whom) these new technologies will be taken 
up, nor what will be the likely effects on the nature and conduct of e-(Social)Science 
research. “ Social shaping” is defined very broadly to include all social scientific aspects 
of the genesis, use, implementation and effects of the new e technologies.  
 
On the basis of initial searches we have selected a number of people with interests or 
potential interests in this area. So we are keen know where and how you see your work 
fit in (if at all), and if you have any views on what issues and questions ESRC should be 
funding in this area. Would you be so kind as to help us please by taking a few moments 
to respond to the brief questions below? 
 
Many thanks for your help 
 
Steve 
 
 
1. We have thus far identified a number of questions and issues that fall within the remit 
of social shaping of e-Science and e-Social Science. Examples are: 
 
What social circumstances encourage or inhibit data sharing and collaborative working? - 
How will the implementation of new grid technologies affect this situation? - How will 
the new grid technologies affect the methodologies employed by scientists and social 
scientists? - How will patterns of communication between scientists be affected? - To 
what extent will IPR be an issue? - Can we anticipate different attitudes to risk, liability 
and responsibility? - Are changing structures of accountability concomitant with 
changing communication practices? - What are the issues around ethics, privacy and 
trust? - What different social and economic factors affect the uptake and use of grid 
technologies in different organisational settings? - How can scientists and social scientists 
be persuaded to make use of the new technologies? 
 
Which of these questions best describe your own work? Which others should we add? 
 
 
 
 
2. We have also identified a number of disciplinary perspectives that come under the very 
broad rubric of “social shaping of e-Science and e-Social Science”. Examples are: 
 
Sociology of technology, science and technology studies 
Social informatics, CSCW, ethnomethodology  
Library information science, computer-assisted content analysis, data mining 
Organisational analysis, economics and business studies, innovation theory 
Science communication 



History and philosophy of science and technology 
Communication studies and education studies 
Psychology and anthropology of technology use 
Media studies and internet studies 
Social science methodology 
 
Which of these disciplinary perspectives best fits with your own work? Or, if none of 
these apply, how would you characterise your work? 
 
 
 
3. Could your work be reasonably described as: 
 
social shaping of e-(Social)Science 
social shaping of other technologies 
neither (please specify why not) 
 
4.Frequently, a distinction is made between research which uses the new (grid) 
technologies and research that is about the use of these technologies. Does your research 
fit most easily into: 
 
research which uses new technologies 
research which is about the use of new technologies 
both 
 
 
5.   Please nominate 3 (or more) people who you regard as the key players in this area: 
 
 
 
6.Can you think of others who, although not working within a “social shaping” remit, 
may be interested in collaborating in “social shaping of e-Science and e-Social Science” 
projects or initiatives?  
 
 
 
Thanks again! 
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