
Innovative ideas competition 
NanoDiode organised a school competition in 2014, 
inviting school children across Europe to describe 
their ideas on how nanotechnologies could be ap-
plied for a sustainable European future. The aim of 
the competition was to encourage students to de-
velop their views on how nanotechnologies might 
shape our future societies. 

Over 50 youngsters from Italy, Germany, Spain and 
Austria submitted their ideas using text, pictures, 
video and other media. The ideas ranged from a 
hydrophobic headscarf that would make a visit 
to swimming pools or beaches easier for Muslim 
women, to bracelets for monitoring one’s bod-
ily functions and laser-removable tattoo inks. Visi-
tors of the NanoDiode website and an expert jury 
of stakeholders and artists voted for their favourite 
ideas, with particular attention to the sustainabil-
ity and societal desirability of the ideas. 16-year-old 
Rodrigo García Ferreiro from Gijón, Spain came out 
as the winner with his idea of automatically heated 
nanomaterials: materials that absorb sunlight and 
release it as heat according to the user’s wishes.   
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• 50 school children submitted their ideas on the potential impact of nanotechnologies.  
• Entries were received from Italy, Germany, Spain and Austria.
•  The competition raised awareness of nanotechnologies with school children and their teachers 

and families.   
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NanoDiode is a project for outreach and dialogue on nanotechnologies, funded by the European Commission.  

From July 2013 to June 2016, NanoDiode has organised a range of engagement activities across Europe, involving stakeholders in 

a dialogue on the funding, performance and outcomes of nanotechnologies research.

The NanoDiode fact sheets present the different activities carried out as part of the project and discuss the main findings and 

recommendations. This is nr 7 of a series of 14 fact sheets, see: www.nanodiode.eu/factsheets.

NanoDiode is a Coordination and Support Action funded by the European Union under the NMP Cooperation Work Programme, 

Grant Agreement n° 608891.

Key findings  
The competition succeeded in raising awareness of 
the potential applications of nanotechnologies with 
school children and their teachers and families. The 
entries suggest what school children imagine when 
they think of nanotechnologies and how they might 
be applied. Participants addressed both everyday 
problems and broad societal needs such as health, 
food security, clean water or accessibility. 

The competition reached a broader audience be-
yond the participating schools. It had significant 
media coverage in Germany, and the NanoDiode 
project website was frequented by new visitors who 
wanted to take a look at the students’ ideas. The 
competition thus introduced nanotechnologies and 
their possible impacts on society to new groups of 
citizens and enabled them to participate in future 
discussions on these technologies. 
 
This suggests that school competitions can be pow-
erful tools to raise awareness of new technologies. 
But they require a significant time investment from 
the organisers. Due to the particularities of the 
school system, it can be a challenge to draw suf-
ficient attention to extracurricular activities. The 
primary obligation of teachers is to the curriculum; 
additional activities depend almost entirely on vol-
untary work by enthusiastic teachers and their stu-
dents. As a result, school competitions often inspire 
high levels of enthusiasm in relatively low numbers 
of participants. The number of participants in the 
NanoDiode school competition also proved modest, 
considering the effort towards dissemination (50 
participants joined after approaching 2000 schools, 
polytechnics and universities). 

Enabling dialogue
That said, the high public visibility of school compe-
titions highlights their potential to engage a broad-
er audience. As people are interested in the creative 
work of younger generations, they are also drawn 
into the discussion on the role of nanotechnologies 
in society. 

The capacity of school competitions as triggers for 
public dialogue underlines the importance of the 
way they introduce their subject matter. Careful 
reflection on the societal impacts of innovations 
requires attention to both positive and negative 
outcomes. Nanotechnologies could address urgent 
societal challenges, but they might also have unin-
tended consequences. A balanced perspective on 
the benefits and risks of nanotechnologies enables 
students and citizens to form their own opinion on 
the role of nanotechnologies in society - and a well-
informed citizenry is a prerequisite for the effective 
governance of nanotechnologies in Europe. 
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Winner Rodrigo García Ferreriro (Colegio Corazón de María, 

Gijón, Spain) meeting postdoc Clara Osorio Tamayo during his 

visit at Amolf Amsterdam. https://youtu.be/LAe6kUp7V_g




