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‘Responsible research and innovation’ (RRI) is a policy tool intended to shape scientific research
as a means to achieve public value beyond economic growth. RRI calls for public involvement in
the research process, and increased capacity for researchers to respond to public comments and
concerns. However, universities offer little guidance on how to put the RRI framework into practice.
Sarah Hartley and Warren Pearce outline aspects of RRI that are vital to understanding its future
development. These include its various different meanings, the importance of researchers
acknowledging their general responsibilities to society and the potential for the emergence of
political issues.

What is science for? One answer to this might be “to answer questions about how the world

works”. Sounds simple, but packed into these eight words are a multitude of complexities, values
and politics about how society organises the practice of scientific enquiry including, crucially, how to
decide which questions to answer, and which ones are left neglected. As Heather Douglas has
noted, there has been an historic tension between classical notions of scientific autonomy, in which
researchers pursue their own curiosities about how the world works unfettered by managerial
oversight, and the notion that researchers have general responsibilities to society, particularly in the context of the
extensive public funding of science. Since the financial crash, public funding has increasingly come with ‘strings
attached’, notably that scientific innovation should drive economic growth. For example, the “eight great
technologies” that were a focus for UK government funding under David Cameron’s leadership.

The emergence of RRI

In recent years a counter-trend has emerged. ‘Responsible research and innovation’ (RRI) is a policy tool to shape
the direction and purpose of science, technology and innovation as a means to achieve public value beyond the pre-
eminent goal of economic growth. RRI gained prominence in the UK, through the EPSRC (the UK’s largest research
funding body), and the EU, through Horizon 2020. While precise definitions of RRI differ across these and other
institutions, the emergence of RRI has provided a forum for addressing the thorny, political issues that are attached
to publicly funded science. In particular, RRI calls for sustained inclusion of interested groups and members of the
public in the research and innovation process, and increased capacity for researchers to respond to the comments
and concerns of these groups. While the underlying ethos of RRI is relatively clear, research councils do not offer
guidance to university researchers about how to put the RRI framework into practice. This situation has given
researchers plenty of opportunity to interpret the framework and ascribe their own meanings.
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RRI in the university

As RRI became more mainstream in 2014, we looked closely at how it was interpreted and practised within one
research-intensive UK university, using document analysis and interviews with key researchers and administrators.
Our research highlights two crucial aspects of RRI that are underdeveloped in the academic literature yet
fundamental to understanding its future development. First, RRI has multiple meanings embedded within it and
these meanings matter for implementation within universities. Second, RRI provides an opportunity to think about
political issues in research. This does not mean that scientific research becomes skewed or biased, but it does
mean that ‘small p’ political issues may emerge in various sites, such as labs, committee meetings or public
engagement events. RRI can recognise and address these political issues when it becomes, in the words of Mark
Brown, “a site of politics”. We found that the emergence of politics depends on the particular meanings of RRI
intersecting with actors’ acknowledgement of their general responsibilities to society.

Meanings and responsibilities

First, we reveal four meanings of RRI in practice: public outreach, interdisciplinary involvement, stakeholder
involvement, and training and education:

Public outreach — impassioning future scientists, raising science’s reputation and increasing scientific literacy
Interdisciplinary involvement — shaping research with a broad range of experts

Stakeholder involvement — engaging with multiple organised groups or communities closely affected by the
research and/or with specialist knowledge

Training and education of scientists and students — embedding a particular meaning of RRI over the long
term.

Within each of these meanings we also identified whether actors did or did not acknowledge their general
responsibilities to society and argue these responsibilities are a key factor in the practice of RRI. First, role
responsibilities are specific to professional status; and second, general responsibilities extend beyond researchers’
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professional ambit to the rest of society. General responsibilities imply a collective approach to issues such as the
shaping of scientific agendas to address ‘grand challenges’, how to think about innovation in terms of values rather
than consequences, and how to institutionalise responsiveness to the public.

Our research shows that actors’ acknowledgment of their general responsibilities opens pathways via which political
questions about scientific research can be addressed. The table below shows how these pathways develop from the
four meanings of RRI, and the alternative pathways that arise when general responsibilities are not acknowledged.

Table 1: Possible pathways to politicising research governance through RRI

General responsibilities

unacknowledged General responsibilities acknowledged

Public

outreach

Securing support - not a site of
politics

Preparing for dialogue - possible
site of politics

Interdisciplinary
involvement

Outsourcing RRI- not 3 site of
politics

Integrating RRI - possible site of
politics

Stakeholder
involvement

Integrating commercial
stakeholders - not a site of politics

Integrating broad range of
stakeholders - possible site of
politics

Training and
education

Negotiating the new landscape -
not a site of politics

Achieving cultural change -
possible site of politics

Imagining RRI in the university

Universities are a key site for the struggle between meanings that will determine the development of RRI. Yet our
results reveal a lack of imagination about what RRI might look like in practice, even by those actors who
acknowledged their general responsibilities to society. The challenge for UK universities is to build on successful
project-level RRI activities to develop institutional responses to the RRI agenda, particularly how to protect the
notion that science should deliver benefits to society beyond wealth creation. Case studies of successful RRI
implementation can help to address this by developing shared understandings of RRI through mutual learning
between disciplines. This may help to bring greater understanding and coherence of meaning between different
perspectives, moving away from abstract governance concepts in order to help actors imagine what responsibility
might look like in practice. Significant challenges remain, such as resource availability and disciplinary traditions, but
it is in the interest of all actors to get a grip on the notion of general responsibilities; failing to do so will likely lead to
greater external oversight at the expense of scientific autonomy.

This blog post is based on the authors’ article, ‘Against the tide of depoliticisation: The politics of research
governance’, published in Policy & Politics (DOI: 10.1332/030557316X14681503832036).

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the LSE Impact Blog, nor of the London
School of Economics. Please review our comments policy if you have any concerns on posting a comment below.
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