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“Risk governance”: old wine in new bottles or 

something substantially novel?
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Framework of the International Risk 

Governance Council
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Core documents by the IRGC - International Risk 

Governance Council
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IRGC (2008): An introduction to the IRGC Risk 

Governance Framework (p. 4)
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Renn, O. (2005): Risk governance – towards an 

integrative approach. Geneva: IRGC (p. 13)
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Communication key throughout the whole process 

(IRGC, 2008, p. 6) 
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Just one of many important points: two classes of risk 

perception (Renn, 2005, p. 32)
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And: context matters! Different socio-political contexts 

(Renn, 2005, p. 32)
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And: context matters! Different socio-political contexts 

(Renn, 2005, p. 32)
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But: is it really risk that matters? The case 

example of deep geothermal energy
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Yes, but not only seismic risks
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And: how is the topic discussed (framed) in the media? 

(TA Swiss Study 2014, Muggli et al. 2015, p. 309)
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Seismicity dominant but not only negative argument 

(Muggli et al. 2015, p. 310)
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Scientists dominantly refer to risks, industry to energy 

potential (Muggli et al. 2015, p. 318)
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St. Gallen as success story and blueprint for other 

projects? Anecdotal evidence, but research necessary
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Some hypotheses (!): strong and charismatic political 

leader? intensive communication efforts? else?
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Conclusions
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 Rather not: educate the public and help increasing acceptance, 

yet, some of our research results can inform such activities:

 Scientific research on framings, concerns, perceptions, 

trade-offs, etc. of various actors (pre-assessment, appraisal 

but as well monitoring during operation)

 Scientific research on roles, interests and responsibilities of 

various actors, including scientists, regulators, industry, etc.

 Analysis of local/national socio-political-cultural context

 Help designing stakeholder and public engagement (over 

whole process)

 This needs close collaboration with technical, natural science –

i.e. social science not just as “add-on” and in “service” function

Different contributions from social sciences in the risk 

governance of deep geothermal
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Thank you for your attention

Michael Stauffacher, ETH Zürich: michael.stauffacher@env.ethz.ch
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