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Lesson Plan  

Incorporating the Precautionary Principle in Introduction to Sociology Classes 

The precautionary principle is a moral and political principle which states that if an action or 

policy might cause severe or irreversible harm to the public or to the environment, in the 

absence of a scientific consensus that harm would not ensue, the burden of proof falls on those 

who would advocate taking the action.  

The Precautionary Principle in sociology serves as a powerful tool because it forces the 

students to consider various conflicting sides to policies which may affect social and natural 

systems, while asking them to navigate through a series of concepts that have real life 

implications. 

Objectives and Methodology: 

I. To understand the Precautionary Principle, and its foundations: 

1. Involves decision makers taking into consideration any scientific uncertainty around a 
matter and any possible negative implications, without having to establish a causal 
relationship, with the aim of avoiding irreversible environmental damage (Cohen, 2011)  
 

2. Effectively reverses the burden of proof by placing it on those who must prove that a 
particular innovation is harmless, rather than resting the burden of proof on those that 
question the potential impact an innovation may have on human and environmental 
health (Guidotti, 2012)  

 
II. To apply the Precautionary Principle to a real life event in our social environment by: 

1. Have the students search newspapers, news casts or magazines for an issue taking 

place in their local communities where the rights of nature, people, and communities are 

being affected through a policy, development or redevelopment.  

2. Have students discuss and reflect on an individual essay on the following critical aspects 

of the issue the selected, 

a. What are the threats of serious damage to the environment, or to human health  

 How do you assess serious damage?  
b. What is the validity of current data or the uncertainty in scientific data  

 Certainty vs uncertainty – how much research or certainty is enough?  
c. Can the burden of proof be reversed? 

 
III. To analyze the real life constraints and possibilities of the application of the Precautionary 

Principle by: 

1. Breaking students up into small groups to discuss criticisms and problems associated 

with the application of the principle 

2. Have students elect a representative to speak out for the group and foster a wider range 

of responses 


