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fice of Technology Assessment (OTA) in 
the United States didn’t come out of no-
where. And neither did the professional 
Society for Science and Technology Stud-
ies (4S), which got started around a sim-
ilar time – the first professional meeting 
of 4S was in 1975 while OTA first opened 
its doors in 1974. However, what I really 
wanted to look at was the pre-history of 
how we got there. And it was interesting 
to me to see just how much academic re-
search was going on around the idea of 
Technology Assessment (TA) a couple of 
years before the OTA got going. There was 
a lot of overlap between various academic 
groups and it was clear that similar con-
cerns and interests drove the people drawn 
to both TA and STS. From as soon as STS 
got started, TA was a research subject, you 
know, it was something that scholars were 
interested in. And as we now know, the in-
teraction between these two communities 
has always continued. Crucially, I think 
that it is this close-knit relationship and 
sort of feedback loop between them that 
has brought us to where we are now. What 
I try and do in my thesis is to show that 
in the early days of TA there were many 
competing ideas around what it could or 
should be and this is why it eventually 
ended up becoming this slightly hollowed 
out version of what some people initially 
wanted it to be.

What was the historical context for the 
first ideas of TA and RI to emerge?
In the US context, government spending 
on technology was continuously soaring 
year on year, which was beginning to at-
tract criticism both within Congress and 
amongst the wider public. At the same 
time, Congressional decision-making 
increasingly revolved around new and 
emerging technologies. Those work-
ing within the corridors of power were 
becoming increasingly aware that they 
didn’t have the expertise or knowledge 
required in order to make good decisions. 
So, Emilio Daddario who chaired the 
subcommittee on Science, Research, and 
Development started exploring the idea 
of TA. Interestingly, as a side note, Dadd-
ario had been corresponding with Charles 
Lindbergh who was living as a hermit in 

time people seemed to stop thinking crit-
ically about the sorts of origin stories they 
were telling.

When does your history begin?
My history begins in the early to mid-
1960s. You know, for example, the Of-

T  his TATuP interview with  Danielle 
Shanley, conducted by Maximilian Roß
mann, explores the origins of Responsi
ble Innovation (RI) and Technology As

sessment (TA) in the 1960s, revealing early 
 visions of collaboration and interdisciplinar
ity a decade before the Office of Technology 
Assessment (OTA) was founded in the United 
States. Shanley highlights the significance of 
history in understanding hype and identify
ing with the intellectual movement despite 
its contested concepts and folk history. She 
suggests proactive engagement to ensure RI’s 
continuity beyond buzzwords.

Maximilian Roßmann: How did you get 
interested in the history of Responsible 
Innovation and Technology Assessment?
Dani Shanley: My background is mainly 
in Science and Technology Studies (STS) 
and the philosophy of technology. I did 
a research master’s at Maastricht Uni-
versity and a PhD was advertised here 
to conduct a transnational history of RI. 
It was a very open-ended project, and I 
spent the first year embedding myself in 
and amongst the RI community. At the 
time, there were many events going on, as 
it was 2017, which was really the boom 
time of RI. People were trying to nego-
tiate what it was, or what it should be. I 
conducted interviews with some of the 
leading voices of the community, and 
they all had a very clear idea about what 
kind of history they thought I should 
be writing. I guess what I was more in-
terested in was trying to see if and how 
they used history when they were intro-
ducing the concept. From there, I traced 
some of the common stories I was hear-
ing, which I referred to as “folk histories” 
in my thesis (building on Arie Rip’s no-
tion of folk theories) because they were 
being told over and over again, and over 
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interests of activists, stating that if you’re 
having these kinds of committees, you 
need to include stakeholders beyond just 
the techno-scientific elites. And then you 
see a lot of pushback, like “We don’t want 

to open the doors to that, that’s going to 
be a nightmare.” Then, you had the mem-
bers of the techno-scientific elite, like Je-
rome Wiesner, who had a very clear idea 
of what they thought TA should be. For 
example, Wiesner is attributed with hav-
ing said that TA needed to be like a traf-
fic light system. The idea being that TA 
should be able to provide a red light, like 
a stop sign, that it needed to have this early 
warning function, to see the potential for 
where things could go wrong and provide 
an opportunity to pull the plug. Whereas 
I think for Daddario, at least in the begin-
ning, when you read the very early docu-
ments of his subcommittee and a number 
of his speeches what he was trying to say 
was “we are all responsible as citizens to 
be thinking about these things. And it’s 
not just a case of politicians with the de-
cision-making power and you scientists 
doing your work, but we need to collab-
orate.” Daddario was somehow quite ef-
fective in creating a bridge between these 
groups. However, what TA later became at 
the OTA was not his vision for it initially. 
His vision was a lot closer to something 
like RI. He really wanted to promote in-
terdisciplinarity, he wanted people to re-
flect a lot, you know, anticipating and in-
cluding different stakeholders, these sort 
of key elements that we associate with re-
sponsible innovation today.

So, the initial idea was to set up interdis-
ciplinary teams to better reflect responsi-
bilities. Looking at it nowadays, who does 
identify under RI, and who does not?
How we identify, I think, is an interest-
ing and ongoing question. I think in STS 

perts do, and we create, kind of a bound-
ary field?
Yes, very much. Still, OTA became some-
thing very different from what it was in 
that pre-period, because in the pre-period 

it was much more about how we get scien-
tists and politicians talking to each other 
and working together. People like Lola 
Redford and Ralph Nader represented the 

the remote countryside at the time (for a 
variety of reasons). Daddario, like many 
others, really saw Lindbergh as this sort 
of Hero of American Progress and Tech-
nology, seeing how he had operated the 
first non-stop flight across the Atlantic. 
It was through Daddario’s correspond-
ence with Lindbergh that Daddario really 
started to think seriously about the idea 
of TA. Lindbergh repeatedly stressed his 
concerns to Daddario, along the lines of 

“You know, I think we need to slow things 
down, I think we need to kind of have 
a better understanding of the decisions 
we’re making and the impact these tech-
nologies are going to have.”

 … Impacts the technologies are going to 
have! Did TA researchers in these early 
days promise that they can forecast sce-
narios?
I think definitely, in the early days of 
OTA, they were very wary about making 
predictions. I think they really tried to fo-
cus on outlining the different courses of 
action you could take. I’m trying to think 
if they explicitly used the word “sce-
nario”  – I don’t think so, but they defi-
nitely talked about creating stories, cre-
ating narratives, and thinking about the 
future. Crucially, no one wanted it to be 
seen like they were the ones steering or 
giving clear advice on what decisions 
should be taken, because they talked a 
lot about upholding some ideal of neu-
trality. As a result, they avoided commit-
ting to specific predictions. It was more 
like “these are the options available based 
on the research we have done”. No one 
involved wanted OTA to have too much 
responsibility. And that was sort of the 
fear that politicians had, you know, they 
didn’t want to outsource what they saw as 
their responsibility. So, it was very much 
a part of the identity of OTA as well  – 

“We don’t have responsibility for the deci-
sion-making. We are just providing infor-
mation.” But I think that academics had 
a different idea of TA (and indeed Dadd-
ario did as well, to some extent).

So, in the OTA, there was a concrete ef-
fort to say that this is the politicians’ job, 
and this is now what scientists and ex-

Over time people seemed to stop thinking 
 critically about the sorts of origin stories they 

were telling about Responsible Innovation.

Danielle Shanley

is Assistant Professor at the Faculty 
of Arts and Social Sciences at Maas
tricht University in the  Netherlands. 

She is currently exploring the   
 ethical implications of  immersive 

 environments (which combine 
 advanced technologies such as  virtual 

reality and artificial intelligence). 
Dani’s expertise is mainly within 

 science and technology studies and 
the philosophy of technology, with 

a particular focus on reflexive, partici
patory design methodologies (or, 

 responsible innovation), such as social 
labs and value sensitive design.
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sible Research and Innovation (RRI) has 
been overhyped and expectations have 
been too bloated for that time?
It is perhaps important to just briefly 
point out the differences between RRI 
and RI. Though they are overlapping dis-
courses, we typically think of RRI as re-
lated more specifically to the policy re-
lated discourse, particularly the Com-
mission’s focus on the “keys” of RRI. 
Meanwhile RI is typically used to re-
fer to a broader academic discourse and 
the community which that discourse has 
brought together. Hype is an interesting 
topic from within both RRI and RI, es-
pecially if we think about Artificial In-
telligence now and how we can try and 
move away from hype narratives. But 
I’m also interested in the hype of RRI/
RI itself, because I think ultimately, we 
need hype, right? I mean, as research-
ers, when we write research proposals 
to get grants, you know, we have to hype 
what we’re doing. I think again from the 
kinds of conversations I have with peo-
ple in RRI/RI projects, I get the feeling 
that people do think it overpromised, but 
I think in a way that it had to. I mean, if 

you want to be transformative, you kind 
of have to make big claims, right? It is 
very difficult to break the need for hype 
cycles without transforming the whole re-
search system. And so, I think we’re com-
plicit, to some extent, in also playing part 
of the same game that we’re criticizing2. 
RRI had a very clear trajectory in terms 
of, you know, a huge surge of interest, a 

2   For a further discussion about the discomforts 
with the bubble, hype and politics of RRI, see Shan
ley et al. 2022.

Indeed, this is very interesting, and I can 
fully relate to these ongoing politics and 
struggles about identifying with the ban-
ner of TA, STS, technology ethics, or RI. 
Philosophers then claim that STS just 
describes but avoids the normative de-
bate. And TA people claim that STS and 
ethicists miss giving stakeholders appli-
cable recommendations, and so on.
I think the reason why people are drawn 
to them is similar, like wanting to have 
some kind of impact, even if it’s by de-
scribing things differently. In the first 
kind of generation of STS, people often 
came from technical backgrounds, peo-
ple like Wiebe Bijker or Arie Rip, for ex-
ample, that were scientists or engineers. 
But I think also that it’s people that as-
sociate themselves with a particular kind 
of social scientific work in interdiscipli-
nary teams, who are interested in the re-
sponsibilities of scientists and technol-
ogists. Increasingly, scholars are also 
trained in STS all the way through, and I 
think it’s interesting to think about what 
that means and how that changes the ways 
in which we’re able to interact with the 
different communities, when we don’t 

have that same technical language or 
background or expertise. I think that the 
whole thing with RI is quite a broad ban-
ner that brings many different people to-
gether. And I think we can say, in that way 
at least, that it has been quite effective.

It was quite effective in bringing people 
together. But then, there was this head-
line “R.I.P.R.R.I.” as you cite in your paper1. 
Would you say that is true? That Respon-

1   See Shanley 2022.

and RI circles it is perhaps asked more 
than in most other academic communi-
ties. And you know, our conferences of-
ten have panels like “What is X (STS/RI 
etc.) …?” – in the sense of “What are we 
actually doing?” Something I recently 
talked about with a friend of mine is ask-
ing what qualifies you as an AI ethicist, 
right? Who are you to do that kind of 
thing? What would the procedures look 
like to give some kind of license to peo-
ple to perform this role? I think this is 
something that we have in RI as well. 
What gives us the credibility or power to 
play this role, right? I think who identi-
fies as RI and who does not is quite an 
interesting question because the com-
munity is often referred to as a sort of 
bubble. A couple of people I was speak-
ing to in the United Kingdom were pre-
viously very closely affiliated with the 
ELSI/ELSA work (Ethical, Legal, and 
Social Implications/Aspects). And they 
said, “You know, yeah, a few years ago, 
all the grants we were writing, it was all 
under this banner of ELSI/ELSA. Now 
it’s responsible innovation. But for us, it 
doesn’t really matter. As long as this work 
continues being funded, it doesn’t really 
matter what we call that kind of thing.” 
I think that’s very interesting.

What Technology Assessment became 
at the  Office for Technology Assessment 
was not Daddario’s vision for it initially.   
 His vision was a lot closer to something   

 like Responsible Innovation.

  "We have to take responsibility to keep it going and 
to make sure that whatever the new buzzword is, 
we still make clear that these things are very much 
tied together", Danielle Shanley.
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ven’t been told or the histories that have 
been overlooked or neglected. And I think 
that has a very important role when we 
think about hype and how we treat hype 
as well. I’m doing a scenario workshop 
with some people in France in a month 
and I was talking to someone about it yes-
terday. And she asked, why don’t you do 
a history exercise with them? They’re al-
ready so engaged in the hype and as a re-
sult, these are the people that don’t neces-
sarily think so much about history. I think 
it’s not just recognizing the importance 
of history for TA, but for the commu-
nities that you’re working with in terms 
of thinking about the hype and trying to 
learn how to live well, or how to live as 
responsibly as possible, with hype.
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 should be more proactive, and we should 
take more agency in making sure that this 
doesn’t just fade away. Just because they 

decided to stop funding it under this name 
doesn’t mean we have to just give up on 
it, right? We have to take responsibility to 
keep it going and to make sure that what-
ever the new buzzword is, we still make 
clear that these things are very much tied 
together  – as I try to show with my ex-
tended histories of RI. We don’t just aban-
don one program and move on to the next. 
I think that is important, like I said, I think 
what we can do is ensure that we have 
these kinds of conversations around how 
we make sure that we don’t just start again 
from scratch each time.

From reflecting on RI’s and TA’s joint 
history – what would you say is the main 
takeaway for the TA community?
Huh, that’s a big question. I’ve spent a lot 
of time thinking about histories that ha-

sort of peak, and then, you know, now we 
see it’s kind of in this “where is it going 
next?” phase. Are we completely letting 

go of the term? Are we still using it? But 
I guess the question is then, how can we 
do it as responsibly as possible? Like how 
can we and how do we make sure that 
we’re not just reinventing the wheel with 
each new buzzword?

Do you have any suggestions for that?
No, unfortunately, I don’t have any particu-
lar solutions to offer. I just think it’s an im-
portant conversation that should be taking 
place rather than waiting for the next buzz - 
 word to come along and then all jumping 
on that bandwagon. We need to be hav-
ing these conversations within universi-
ties, between universities, and across other 
institutions and domains. It’s certainly a 
common criticism within the RI commu-
nity that we’ve failed to properly engage 
industrial partners sufficiently. I think we   

We should be more proactive in making sure that 
Responsible Innovation doesn’t just fade away. 

Just because they decided to stop funding it under 
this name doesn’t mean we have to give up on it!
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