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The topic of this presentation is the relationship between society 
and STEM, specifically:

1) what can happen when equations and codes are seen 
separately from human behaviour and interaction

2) how to bring the people back into the STEM equations and 
codes to create real Sustainable Development

Using a metaphor, Sociologists or social scientists, perceive 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics as a mirror 
that reflects our society. However, STEM is not a regular mirror, 
but a “funhouse mirror” that distorts the images slightly, so 
whatever is reflected is not the reality but an approximation of it.

In 2009, the Indian government introduced a biometric 
identification system to keep track of demographic information 
and to significantly cut the costs of administration.
In recent times, it became apparent that there are some glitches 
within this cutting-edge innovation. 

A specific example is the sad story of Mr Majhi. He lived in one of 
the poorest states in north-east India and he survived only 
thanks to government subsidies. However, when the biometric 
system was introduced, his ID was not recognised, and he 
stopped receiving support. He was never able to correct the 
situation. As a result, several months later, he starved to death.

The distorted and simplified reality of the funhouse mirror ignored 
the possibility that Mr Majhi would have not been able to receive 
support and caused his death. STEM can be described as accurate, 
ethically neutral, predictable, reliable, systematic and so on. Yet, 
vulnerable people in our society live in a different and parallel 
reality that is volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA).

The Indian biometric identification system by many accounts can 
be considered a success, however, from a social responsibility 
point of view, it failed because it didn’t ask who the people were 
that they were trying to help. Who was Mr Majhi? What was his 
everyday life actually like? What kind of neighbourhood did he live 
in? What did Mr Majhi care most about in his life?

The conclusion is that Sustainable Development can only be 
possible if STEM and social science start working together. This is 
what BRiiDGE, the start-up we recently launched aims to do: bring 
the people back into the equation of innovation and let them 
contribute by just naturally being who they are: humans, who are 
social animals, who respond to incentives, and who crave for 
positivity.

STEM professionals are the bright innovators and problem solvers 
of our society. If these problem solvers can practice social 
responsibility, we will certainly be in a more sustainable and better 
world for all.
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STEM as Funhouse Mirrors

Funhouse mirrors
reflecting

• Problems which we 
want to solve

• Societal needs we 
pursue

• Relationships we 
form
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Different Perceptions of STEM Knowledge

Objective
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Systematic
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A Case Study in North-East India:
unforeseen consequences in digitalization

When the reality reflected out from the funhouse mirror 
substitutes the present and becomes the reality

• Resource allocation 

• Regional infrastructure 

differences

• Regional inequality

• Digital/technology literacy

• Supporting system failure
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Sustainable Development Goals with 
Sustainable Measurements?
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Drives behind multinational/national/regional 
investments in STEM related industrial strategies?

• Curiosity in STEM knowledge

• The urge for innovation 

• Competition 

• Fear What should STEM professionals 
living in a global world 

be responsible of acknowledging?
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The Sustainability Paradox

Government try to 
maximise stability,  
creating public 
policies that are 
often outdated and 
disconnected from 
the reality

Firms, Public Sector, NGOs and 
Individuals, with their conflictual 

priorities, are not prepared to 
address the 

Sustainable Emergency 

NGOs try to maximise 
the impact of their 
social mission but often 
don’t have a full 
understanding of the 
potentially negative full 
scale social impact of 
their actions 

Firms try to 
maximise profit 
and often don’t 
understand how 
sustainability in 
their processes 
can improve 
profitability

Individuals try to 
maximise their 
personal reward. 
They don’t 
understand how to 
prioritise 
sustainable actions
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Asking “Who?” 

Social
Identity

Positionality
Living 

Condition

Life 
Experience

Bringing the people
into the equation

Power 
dynamics

Human 
interactions

Empowered 
individuals/

orgs
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BRiiDGE
A Collaborative-Experimental Approach

SocialExperiments:
a methodology based on 
sociology, behavioural 
science and the learning 
process of multi 
variance testing.

It does not make use of 
traditional consulting, 
market research and 
top-down approaches

Collaboration

Each Social Experiment 
has 4 actors who need to 
be involved at some stage 

of the process:
1.Firms 2.Public Sector 
3.NGOs 4.Individuals

Positive change

Each actor has to have an 
evident benefit in 

implementing the Social 
Experiment as well as 

improving sustainability 
for all

Natural Choice

Opting to adopt the change 
offered by the Social 

Experiment has to be a 
natural choice, not forced or 

conditioned

Solid Evidence

The Social Experiment 
needs to be small scale, 

measurable, scalable and 
provides solid evidence on 

the results
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BRiiDGE
Our Methodology

Working in cooperation with Firms, Public Sector, 
NGOs and Individuals, we design a small scale 
social experiment that can address the problem  

Design

We coordinate the execution of the social 
experiment making sure that all the sponsors are 
actively involved and we monitor the results

Execute

We prepare a detailed report on the results 
obtained running the social experiment and we 
present it to a broad audience, for future 
implementation on large scale

Report

2

3

4

The Process

A Social Experiment is a small 
scale, measurable, scalable trial in 
which Firms, Public Sector, NGOs 
and Individuals work together to 

identify an issue and test optimal, 
sustainable solutions

Listening to Firms, Public Sector, NGOs and 
Individuals, we identify a social or environmental 
issue and understand its impact

Identify

1
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Thank you

Nancy Nai-Huei Lu 

Co-Founder & Director | BRiiDGE

Sustainability Strategist & Policy Researcher

MSc International Social and Public Policy | LSE

nancy830916@gmail.com

Ivan D’Ambrosio

Co-Founder & Director | BRiiDGE

Project Manager, Management Consultant & Strategist

ivandambrosio@gmail.com
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