
ParEvo as a tool and a 
process to explore 
future pathways
for governing biological research



Overview 

1. What I had hoped and expected ParEvo 
to be able to do

2. What we did and what happened

3. Reflections on ParEvo – a tool for 
exploring contested futures and 
complicated presents. 



The Problem 
Space

 Governing biological research is complex and 
multifaceted

 “Biosecurity” refers to the notion of “keeping 
pathogens safe from people.” “Biosafety” means 
“keeping people safe from pathogens.” 

 Multiple international organisations and treaties, 
sometimes with overlapping mandates

 A lack of progress in adapting to contemporary 
challenges. 

 International disagreements, bureaucratic and practical 
limitations, stalling of new approaches



Guiding 
Objectives
(or my projected 
theory of change) 

 Create a process to explore problems and opportunities, as 
identified by expert stakeholders

 Gain a better  understanding of how expert stakeholders in 
the field see the limits of what is possible (and how) and 
desirable (and why)

 Begin understanding how ParEvo can function as an 
“experiment in governance” – and how it might shift 
attitudes, understandings and practices. 

 Explore and highlight the non-inevitability of future 
developments



The 
Participants

 11 Participants. All established and mid-to-late career 
experts in biosecurity, biosafety and bioethics

 Participants were selected on basis of seniority and 
participation in policy and governance fora. Employed 
by governments, universities and defence 
organizations. Identified through networking

 Mixture of technical/scientific expertise and policy 
expertise

 Majority were US or UK citizens, with 1 Canadian 
citizen and 1 Australian. 3 women, 8 men

 Motivations mixed: Experimental approach, interest 
and frustration



The Seed Story

 “Open possibilities” and macro scale

Significant catalyst event, but no detail on 
projects, process (or goals or limits) 

Some suggestions towards potential actors 
& possible levels of interaction



The exercise: Overview

Iteration 
One

Eight 
Iterations

Seed 
Story



Yellow nodes = adjacent contributions by same participant 
Red boundary nodes = contributions that generated multiple new branches

Seed Story

Iteration One



What kind of content  did the  
storylines contain?

 Storylines tended to be characterized by some “back and 
forth” between bigger changes and periods of stasis

 Participants proposed changes through existing 
mechanisms and through new (imagined) institutions

 Storylines mainly stayed within existing realm of 
possibility in terms of governance and political solutions 

 Biggest determinants throughout were often exogenous 
factors and external shocks

 (These dictated both change and stasis) 



Actors, 
expertise and 
themes



External 
events, 
exogenous 
shocks and 
action



Characteristics 
of 
Contributions

1. Subject matter expertise – knowledge of 
technical and biological matters

2. Subject matter expertise – knowledge of 
institutional and governance matters

3. Subject matter expertise – knowledge of 
diplomacy and global governance

4. Worldviews & Assumptions – the limits of 
cooperation?

5. Worldviews & Assumptions – the primacy 
of state self-interest?



Types of 
Futures

• Paradigmatic shift in how problems in 

biosecurity are understood and should be 
addressed

• recasting of the BWC

• formation of new international governing 
bodies

• Proposed shifts in the governance of life 
science research

• Restrictions on GOF research

• Increased accountability for lab leaks and 

incentives to report

• Geopolitics

• Misinformation campaigns and sabotage

• Assassination of scientists

• Strong China/US narratives



Modes of 
Analysis

1. Interaction analysis

2. Likelihood & Desirability/Optimism & Pessimism

3. Hierarchical Card Sort to investigate issue types/large 
thematic differences

4. Storyline summarization 

5. Inductive text/content coding 

6. Interpretative analysis and text searching  



Illustrating the 
extent of 
analysis



Illustrating 
the extent 
of analysis



 Participant rationale for likelihood 
and desirability varied widely

 Reflected disciplinary and other 
preconceptions

 i.e. “some institutional change 
occurred” 

 Versus “no real significant change in 
how we think about this problem” 

 Some focused on governance 
change 

 Others on global situation 



Utility for 
participants

 While feedback responses suggest participants 
thought futures were  “pessimistic”

 Identification of novel modes for governance progress

 Identification of failure points 

 Reference points to construct “how to get here / how to 
prevent this” discussions and exercises

 Provides insight into how co-participants understand 
problems and solutions 



After the 
Exercise…

Workshop discussions

One to one interviews

Ongoing interaction 

Utilizing the storylines as an ongoing 
exploratory reference point for further work 
with cohort and with others

Contestable and collaborative futures

Shaping policy through experiments in 
governance



Measuring Against Objectives

 Create a process to explore problems and opportunities, as identified by 
expert stakeholders

 Gain a better  understanding of how expert stakeholders in the field see 
the limits of what is possible (and how) and desirable (and why)

 Begin understanding how ParEvo can function as an “experiment in 
governance” – and how it might shift attitudes, understandings and 
practices. 

 Explore and highlight the non-inevitability of future developments


