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Session 1: 
Unpacking RRI, mapping 
capabilities



We were joined by approximately thirty participants for our first session on 4th February. Our aim was to 
lay the foundations the next two weeks’ discussions by (i) exploring the goals of Responsible Research and 
Innovation (RRI) in the context of ERA CoBioTech and (ii) beginning to document the capabilities needed 
to achieve these goals. This document will provide you with a brief summary of each part, and give a 
flavour of discussions on the day. We will also provide a summary at the start of the session on Friday 11th. 

Part one: contextualising RRI 

Our overall approach to evaluating RRI in ERA CoBioTech is driven by the idea of capabilities — we want 
to know what skills, knowledge and resources people need to put the ideas behind RRI into practice and 
ask whether ERA CoBioTech has helped to provide them. If we understand capabilities very simply as ‘the 
ability to do something’, then we need to know what that ‘doing’ is. In other words, we need to understand 
some of the goals of RRI in ERA CoBioTech. Our first set of exercises worked towards this goal. 

Rob introduced this part of the session by giving an introduction to the thinking behind responsible 
research and innovation — one policy framework amongst many to structure consideration of the social, 
ethical, political or environmental dimensions of science and technology. He explained that the discourse 
associated with RRI is common (you can hardly argue for it’s antonym!) but there are many different 
disciplinary traditions, field-specific issues, and national contexts that need to be taken into account when 
developing practices for RRI. In other words RRI needs to be tailored to the programme. 

To help colour RRI within ERA CoBioTech we used an analysis of project responses to the mid-term 
monitoring survey. Researchers in the ERA CoBioTech’s first cohort were asked to explain what work they 
were pursuing on RRI. From this, we derived nine ‘issues’ that were salient for researchers across the 
programme. These issues could be thought to constitute different dimensions of RRI in ERA CoBioTech.  
The dimensions identified in our mapping of the mid-term review are presented in the figure to the right. 
Each dimension has some exemplar questions to give it a little colour.  

We then asked workshop participants to:   

• Identify any obvious gaps in the dimensions. 

• Individually consider how the different dimensions might be relevant to their work. 

• Collectively synthesise those thoughts in small working groups. 

Discussion and outcomes  

Gaps and absences 

Collectively, participants suggested that explicit reference to dialogue, legitimacy, science education, 
foresight and anticipation, as well as the importance of common languages around RRI could be important 
to capture. Participants also suggested that it would be important not just to reflect on the internal 
characteristics of science, but also the external political and public landscape, and seek to change that if 
possible. People also flagged that some dimensions (e.g. relevance, sustainability and alignment) required 
consideration of to whom they applied and whose definitions mattered. 

Group consideration of dimensions 

Seven dimensions were discussed in small groups (data and openness were not). Because we only want to 
give a flavour of the discussions, we’ll summarise the outputs of three that were reported in plenary — 
alignment, diversity and reflexivity. 

The alignment group discussed that systems biology, synthetic biology and industrial biotechnology — as 
well as science more broadly — should be aligned with public values. They agreed that scientists and 
funders have a duty to achieve this goal but were less sure about how to achieve it. The group also raised 
questions about which side of the equation (scientific or public) should be actively moving when values 
don’t align — for instance, the group felt that most publics would prioritise human health technologies but 
put less emphasis on less prominent but no-less important issues, such as a green transition for chemicals. 
This raised related questions of the timescale for goals in priority setting. 

The diversity group discussed the relative ease and complexity of hiring researchers from different career 
stages because it was an aspect that has a direct impact on diversity of research teams that varies from 
country to country. The group also questioned whether gender balance should be enforced within projects. 
However, the group felt that the most important aspect of diversity might relate to the plurality of 
expertise present within a project. They suggested that many problems — scientific or societal — require 
multidisciplinary approaches and there are barriers to achieving them. 

Finally, the reflexivity group discussed different aspects of the goal. They suggested that reflexivity could 
enhance quality control within scientific and administrative practices, and was central to challenging 
scientific (or social) assumptions. The group connected reflexivity to anticipation because moments of 
reflection could help to plan for the future and work-through potential consequences of an innovation or 
action. They also suggested that opportunities for reflection could help scientists to think about the 
relevance of a project. Finally, the group suggested that reflexivity was a cross-cutting dimension — 
something that is important for all actors in the programme — but also something that is challenging to 
make space and time for. 
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How do we ensure our research is 
socially, economically and 
environmentally relevant? 

Do our values and priorities align with 
public values and priorities?

In terms of people and research, 
how diverse is ERA CoBioTech?

How do we know that our 
technologies will leave the world in 
a better place than it is now?

Where does our data come from, how 
is it used and how is it managed?

How do we manage the use of 
genetically modified organisms? 

How can citizens and stakeholders be involved in 
the ERA CoBioTech’s research and the decisions it 
makes about funding priorities?

How accessible are our data and findings? How do 
we manage tensions between intellectual property 
protections and openness?

Are there adequate opportunities to 
reflect on our purposes, motivations 
and potential consequences of our 
work? 



Part two: mapping capabilities 

In part two we identified different capabilities to draw on over the next two sessions. Cian introduced the 
idea of human capabilities and how it might help us evaluate RRI in ERA CoBioTech. The idea of 
capabilities emerged from Development Studies, and in particular the Indian economist Amaryta Sen, as a 
way of evaluating the individual and collective practices that lead to flourishing lives and jobs. Simply put, 
capabilities are the things we need to be able to do, or to be, in order to achieve the goals we value. By 
focusing on the means of achieving goals, rather than only the goals, we are able to map which capabilities 
matter to who, in what way, and in which contexts.  

For instance, we talked about having the capability to ride a bike. Different goals can be associated with 
this one capability (competitive racing is very different to using bikes in a climate change protest for 
example) and the capability can be valued individually, or collectively as part of a team. Also, the example 
shows that there is a broad diversity of resources, experiences and even secondary capabilities needed 
depending on the context and what the bike rider brings to the situation. The point being that different 
configurations of teams will bring with them different capabilities and need a diversity of resources.  

So how can we cultivate capabilities to help us achieve goals? Capabilities come from a combination of 
internal endowments and external conditions. Internal endowments might be things like skills, 
experiences, tacit knowledge, relationships or formal knowledge. External conditions might be things like 
access to finance, the job-market, availability of labour (e.g. in the form of PhD students), public attitudes 
or a favourable policy landscape. Taken together, we can think of a person or group’s capability set.  

Cian explained that in this workshop we were interested in the capabilities for RRI and how they 
intersected with people’s professional capabilities. In these terms, a capability is the real (i.e. actual, 
available to us right now) ability to do or be what we value in our professional roles, or to achieve the goals 
we think are important for RRI. For instance, looking back at issues like public debates on genetically 
modified organisms, we can see that a whole range of capabilities were required for scientists and funders 
to contribute. Capabilities like knowing about biological pathways, being able to talk about research to 
non-academic audiences, being thoughtful and careful with work and being able to convene diverse groups 
of communities, policy experts and scientists.  

The exercises were designed to explore the capabilities needed in our different professional roles and then 
connect them to the goals of RRI discussed previously. Participants: 

• individually identified roles that described their work they do (e.g. biologist, evaluator, funder) 
and then brainstormed all the capabilities associated with the roles, mapping them on a spectrum 
from individual to collective. 

• In groups based around RRI goals, brainstormed the capabilities needed to achieve each goal, 
identified barriers to building capabilities and achieving goals, and made connections to other 
goals the identified capabilities might unlock. 

Outcomes 

The mapping exercised revealed over 50 capabilities that participants valued towards meeting RRI goals. 
We've categorised some of these here and will bring them back into play in future sessions.  
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… understand and work with others such as 
local communities, stakeholders, colleagues 
( e.g. listening, to have multilateral 
discussions)

… do project work ‘better’. (e.g. listen, 
manage time, to take decisions) 

… incorporate external goals (e.g. ethics 
frameworks, SDGs, Athena Swan)

… build coalitions to understand and do 
purposive or political work

… step outside of project-flow/time (e.g. to 
anticipate, to reflect, to evaluate)

… work with knowledge and information (e.g. 
to contextualise, to think critically, to 
understand other disciplines, to do scientific 
tasks like modelling, to be educated)

… be tolerant, humble and open-minded
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Session 2: 
Situating RRI capabilities 
in past experiences



Approximately twenty-five of you joined us for our second session on 11th February. Our aim here was to 
look back at your work within ERA CoBioTech and tell stories that questioned whether the programme 
had helped you to engage with the social, ethical, environmental or political dimensions of biotechnology. 
We also wanted to know about the tensions and barriers that emerged around this work.  

Why the focus on stories? Our overall motivation for evaluating RRI in ERA CoBioTech is to develop 
lessons for future funding programmes. We want to know how things could be done differently, in ways 
that are likely to help scientists, funders and others in an innovation ecosystem to discharge their social 
responsibilities. It is of course possible to dream up a fantastical funding programme free from the 
constraints of today, but ideally our recommendations would be grounded in some kind of real-world 
situation — your personal experiences! 

The session was structured in two parts, to first focus on individual experiences and then assemble these 
into shared ones. In each, we asked you to extend the ideas around capabilities from session one to analyse 
these experiences in terms of the capabilities that were built, the resources needed, the barriers you faced, 
and what you wished could be different. This document briefly summarises each part and gives a flavour of 
discussions on the day. In our final session we’ll use everything we’ve learnt to design interventions that 
can reimagine future research programmes. 

Individual experiences 

Rob introduced the first part of the day. He explained that we wanted to generate a range of perspectives 
that could form the basis for group discussion later on. He summarised the different professional roles that 
people identified in session one and noted that people often play more than one role in the same 
profession. For instance, someone could be a bioengineer, a principle investigator, a manager and a grant 
reviewer. They might also find themselves acting as intermediaries between different project partners. 
These roles would come with different expectations and require different skills, knowledge or resources. 
We wanted to use stories about what it is like to play these different roles as a gateway to building a holistic 
picture of life within ERA CoBioTech. The figure on the facing page gives an idea of the different roles 
people play in ERA CoBioTech. 

Rob ended with a brief note about the scope of our interests: in this workshop we are focused on 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI). The ability to engage with the idea of RRI  emerges from 
different events, activities, roles or contexts, all of which somehow involve science. But in this exercise we 
are interested in generating stories about this intersection (or it’s absence)  between scientific practice and 
RRI rather than just about science per se. 

We then asked everyone to:  
•

note down some of the roles they had played in ERA CoBioTech •
note down the expectations (their own or others’) associated with those roles •
write a short narrative about these experiences, responding to a series of prompts: 

• What did you do in the roles you described above, who was involved, and how did it play 
out? 

• What were the RRI dimensions involved in your role, and how did you tackle them? (We are 
also interested in the dimensions you didn't consider or tackled but retrospectively you 
think you should have). 

• Were there any events, activities or processes that were important here? 

Cian then recapped the idea of capabilities (see our previous report for a summary) and provided examples 
from session 1. We then asked everyone to spend some more time responding to four capabilities-focused 
questions: 

1. Throughout your stories, what capabilities were built, enhanced or sustained, and how? 

2. What barriers — both from within or outside the programme — were experienced when 
building capabilities? 

3. What resources — both from within and outside the programme — were most helpful in 
building capabilities, and how? 

4. With RRI capabilities building in mind, what did you wish was different — again both 
inside and outside the programme? 

Shared themes 

Having thought about and documented individual experiences, we wanted to hear about features that were 
shared. Finally, to form breakout groups, we located the individual experiences across a map of ERA 



CoBioTech’s activities. We then created five working groups according to the relative ‘activities’ and ‘roles’ 
within the funding programme. The working groups were given the same prompts as individuals and we 
reported back in plenary. Each group’s discussion is summarised below and the figures at this link provide 
a quick overview of the capabilities, resources, barriers and alternatives identified in the session. 

Agenda setting, monitoring and evaluation 

Members of group one were primarily involved in the administrative sites of the funding programme — 
the development of agenda documents and monitoring frameworks. They reported that RRI is somewhat 
of a loose term and their work here had generated knowledge about what RRI is or could be within a 
project, which also meant developing a vocabulary to explain RRI. The group felt there are now 
communities of applicants, funders and reviewers that have been trained to deliver RRI in similar 
programmes. The capabilities they identified were both individual and collective. 

The group also felt that while they had developed a vocabulary to talk about RRI, language and knowledge 
were still major barriers, particularly if RRI is not a priority for funding agencies or countries. Another 
barrier is peoples’ differing assessments of whether RRI is worth paying attention to — obviously if people 
dismiss the idea wholesale this is a barrier. 

Two kinds of resources that had helped to build capabilities for RRI were identified: (i) the knowledge that 
was shared by researchers at the University of Edinburgh; (ii) buy-in that was generated amongst others 
(e.g. funders) in ERA CoBioTech. 

What could have been different? First, the group suggested that directing more resources to the RRI 
aspects of ERA CoBioTech would have helped build capacity at multiple points in the programme. An 
example could be a specific funding mechanism for RRI-related activities. The group also noted that RRI 
had to be retrospectively bolted-on to existing work packages and deliverables within the programme. 
They thus identified a need for forward-planning at the very start of the programme design (i.e. in the 
application phase) to more easily synchronise the work of the RRI Agenda with the programme’s 
deliverables. 

Application evaluation 

This group primarily focused on the work of grant evaluation panels. As with the prior group, they felt 
that ERA CoBioTech had built individual capabilities to recognise what RRI can mean and can be in 
practice. The involvement of social scientists within the evaluation panel created conversations that built 
knowledge about RRI. However, the group also felt that many of the abilities built by the programme were 
not specific to RRI but were useful more generally. For instance, consideration of RRI within evaluation 
panel enabled them to build shared experiences and opportunities to learn from, and debate with, each 
other. Similarly, the programme has supported an inter/multi/transdisciplinary approach more generally 
which is both relevant to RRI and much science / science policy today. 

The group didn’t discuss the resources needed to build or support the above capabilities; they spent more 
time on barriers to the capabilities. Once again, they felt the issues were about science more broadly than 
about RRI specifically — for instance high levels of bureaucracy and the challenge of allocating resources 
effectively and equitably. One particular issue that impacts both scientific research and researchers’ 
capacity to allocate resources to RRI was the high level of university overheads (the amount taken by an 

organisation for infrastructure and administration) as a proportion of the overall project budget, which 
means that seemingly large budgets might buy a comparatively small amount of research. 

Finally, the group pointed to an obdurate systemic challenge when considering things they wished could be 
different. ERA CoBioTech, its research projects and the people within it are all part of a broader political 
economy of research that affects what RRI is allowed to mean. So funders might be willing to support RRI 
and express an appetite for interdisciplinary research projects, but academic, university or research 
cultures are not necessarily configured to support these goals. For instance, does investing time and 
resources into the activities associated with RRI (public and stakeholder engagement, interdisciplinary 
research etc.) actually benefit those trying to pursue careers in the natural and social sciences? Do 
promotion boards recognise this work? Do students want to be taught these subjects? The group felt that 
these systemic dynamics potentially made it  hard to build a culture of social and natural sciences 
collaborating together.  

Research projects 1 

Group three were the first of two groups thinking about their experiences within research consortia. They 
felt that that engaging with RRI gave them added knowledge about their own projects. For example, 
talking to stakeholders provides a sense of their different experiences and views, which can also deepen 
researchers’ own awareness of the possible consequences of the project. The group highlighted the high 
levels of work associated with ‘good’ RRI, which meant that abilities like time management were 
important.  

Participants felt that resources provided by ERA CoBioTech, such as the Biotechnology & Society Seminar 
series helped generate an understanding of what RRI and how it can be operationalised. The group 
highlighted a connection between capability building and resources. Doing RRI well necessitated that 
project members share knowledge within the consortium and because it was essential to the activity, it 
helped build the capability to move knowledge around. They also highlighted the importance of intra- and 
inter-project communication more generally was an important resource. 

Turning to barriers, the group emphasised that all projects are slightly different to one another, meaning 
they faced different challenges. Echoing group two, the issue of resources was seen to be a common 
barrier; not all projects have resourced specific person time to focus on RRI-related activities and 
research, which makes it challenging to focus on these dimensions. Relatedly, there was a feeling of a 
knowledge-utility gap — scientists paid and trained to focus on research would not necessarily understand 
what RRI is or how it could be useful to the science itself until the end of a project, when it would be 
challenging to impact the research being conducted. 

The group wished there was an opportunity to devote more time to the work associated with RRI, which 
means there is a need for funders, researchers and research organisations to recognise how much time it 
takes to do these activities. They also flagged a desire to build collaborations between projects (e.g. in the 
form of exchanges) to pursue shared interests, issues or RRI goals. 

Research Projects 2 

Group four identified a lot of synergies in their experiences. They felt that capabilities had been built 
around three main areas. First, individual abilities to research creatively had been built or enhanced by 

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVOMOQqdY=/?invite_link_id=756088295554


improving the way they work with knowledge and information, by improving  the way they each did their 
own project work, and by generating creative ideas. Second, they felt that project management skills had 
been built by enhancing the ability to step outside 'project time’ and by making it possible to anticipate 
and reflect. These in turn made it possible to come to better strategic decisions and monitor progress. 
Finally, the group felt that interpersonal capabilities had grown because RRI enhanced their capacity to be 
humble, to listen to different viewpoints (from both colleagues and others outside the project) and to 
integrate these perspectives into their own work. The group had strengthened their ability to build 
coalitions and pursue engagement with others. 

This group felt that their own personal resources were the most useful in fostering the capabilities above 
— having a creative team where people were able and encouraged to science research creatively. Of 
course, having jobs to actually employ a diverse group of people is vital. Social scientists were viewed as a 
valuable resource whose presence helped to increase the impact of RRI activities within individual 
projects. The group also identified importance of networks and infrastructure to capability building. These 
could take many forms: the availability of cross-project and programme workshops, with associated travel 
funding; support, infrastructure and networks provided by their own institutions; and connections to 
other project coordinators, which made it possible to run cross-project events. 

Turning now to barriers, the group identified familiar challenges with language but also challenges in 
aligning different interests. For instance, industrial interests are not necessarily the same as academic 
interests, and the needs of junior researchers are not necessarily the same as more experienced ones. They 
also identified a sometimes difficult balance to strike between competitiveness and collaboration in project 
goals. These different interests might also manifest as disagreements around the value of RRI activities 
within the projects, and there were also potential challenges with designing stakeholder engagement 
activities in ways that would deliver tangible benefits and impacts for the project. Finally, echoing earlier 
groups, many of these issues were compounded by organisational hurdles, such as project delays due to 
Covid and different funders’ timescales. 

What could be done differently? The group felt that more examples of possible RRI actions, as well as 
training, could have been provided at the start of the programme and would have been helpful in 
overcoming the above barriers by helping projects to identify possible RRI actions. Relatedly, the group 
felt that being able to draw on the expertise, experience and resources from other projects and 
programmes would be valuable. They identified a need for more in-person meetings and workshops to 
make the dissemination of ideas easier. And they suggested that more holistic and integrated reporting 
schemes would streamline project management while also helping different partners to know what each 
other is doing. 

Cross-programme workshops and seminars 

The final group reflected on their experiences organising and attending ERA CoBioTech’s programmatic 
workshops and seminars. Echoing many of the groups before, some members entered these spaces 
without previously engaging with terms like RRI and felt that the work had helped them to learn about 
what the concept might  mean or be in practice. The group felt these spaces were important in enabling 
people to learn and share their respective experiences, but were central in maintaining RRI as something 
that was positively valued by the programme because they made it visible. 

Obvious and important resources included access to information and the added ability to communicate. 
However, the group also identified the interpretative flexibility of the term ‘RRI’ as a potential resource. 
The fact that the term can be interpreted in many different ways is useful because it means people can give 
meaning to it in ways that fit their context, allowing for diversity. At the same time, however, this 
interpretative flexibility was seen as a barrier to work because the lack of agreement about what ‘is’ or ‘is 
not’ RRI can make it hard to be on the same page and collaborate.  

Many of the other barriers that the group discussed were organisational. Staff arriving and departing mid-
way through programmes make it hard to maintain knowledge and skills (similar problems are created by 
short term research contracts). There was a sense of sometimes witnessing symbolic activities to 
demonstrate that RRI is ‘done’, which means that somewhat counter-intuitively making an individual 
responsible for RRI within a dedicated project or programme can also lead to the RRI activities being 
siloed from the rest of the project, leading eventually to marginalisation. 

Responding to these challenges, the group felt that an alternative and more substantive approach to RRI 
might emerge if (i) there was a greater sense of collective responsibility for RRI and the issues it tries to 
attend to rather than it being delegated to individuals; (ii) there were clear resource commitments from 
the outset of a project or programme; and (iii) there was more structured information on RRI available to 
people when programmes began. 

We look forward to talking to you all on Friday! 



 

Session 3: 
Exploring alternatives



Almost thirty of you joined for our final session on 18th February. Our goal was to address two questions 
that funders had raised during our engagement with the programme: 

1. Ideas like sustainability, RRI, public engagement or ethics are usually added onto programmes 
— the programme could exist without them. But how might a programme change if these 
ideas were central to it? 

2. Given what we know now, how would we design our programme differently to foster RRI? 

In previous sessions we have explored the kinds of issues associated with RRI in ERA CoBioTech, 
examined the capabilities needed to address these issues, reflected on your experiences within the funding 
programme, documented the capabilities that ERA CoBioTech has built and examined the barriers to 
building these capabilities. The knowledge from these discussions was to act as a foundation to consider 
how the programme could be configured differently to build capacity for RRI. 

The session was organised into three phases — two short activities to exercise peoples’ imaginations, a 
group brainstorming activity, and then a group task to design an intervention into the funding 
programme. As with previous reports, this document briefly summarises each phase and gives a flavour of 
discussions on the day. In the coming weeks we will be synthesising the findings to make 
recommendations for the design of future programmes. 

Introductory exercises 

Before introducing the first exercises, Rob recapped some of the findings from our previous sessions. He 
explained that we now know what kind of issues people associated with RRI in ERA CoBioTech (see 
Summary 1). We also know the kinds of capabilities that people feel have been built by ERA CoBioTech’s 
work on RRI. 

Some of these capabilities relate specifically to RRI — for example, the ability to ‘give meaning’ to what is 
ultimately a broad concept by learning the vocabulary, recognising good approaches, and learning how to 
build activities into projects. Others suggested that they had learned to value the labour associated with 
RRI.  

However, many capabilities related to peoples’ individual or collective abilities to do their day-to-day 
work. For example, some groups identified that RRI built their ability to organise events, or to work 
creatively individually and as a team. They suggested that attention to RRI had increased their ability to 
work well together through coalition building, encouraging listening, generating understanding and 
appreciation of different positions, pursuing engagement activities, and encouraging communications in 
challenging times (e.g. the pandemic). Many suggested that RRI had improved their own knowledge-
generating capabilities, for instance through stakeholder engagement activities, the fostering of diverse 
research teams, or the adoption of interdisciplinary research approaches. And finally, groups suggested 
that RRI had improved their ability to manage projects effectively by creating specific spaces for 
anticipation and reflection that allowed managers to step outside ‘project time’, improving strategic 
decision making and understanding how to monitoring progress. Thus, these findings show the close 
connections between RRI and scientific or policy work more generally. 

Filippo then introduced the first exercise, which was intended to encourage people to briefly broaden their 
thinking. Using our initial list of capabilities as a starting point, he asked people to note down a capability 

that felt was important, think about a non-scientific context where that capability is fostered successfully, 
and then represent that context with an image. People then shared their images in small breakout groups. 
A selection of some of the images and capabilities is presented below. 

Think and read Stay focusedEngage with stakeholders Network

Build coalitions

CommunicateManage time Listen to different perspectives

Anticipate and reflect Communicate across fields 
and diverse publics

Help others to listenLook for potential 
future problems

Listen and respond Integrate thinking 
and doing

Work in teams with 
different experience levels

Learn a language

Work creatively Understand the social 
perspective of the research

Work interdisciplinarily



The second exercise was designed to encourage participants to think about how a programme that had 
been configured to be socially and environmentally responsible might affect their daily lives. We wanted to 
ensure we thought about large-scale systemic change with both a macro and micro lens. 

We asked the group to step outside the bounds of reality and imagine a utopia. The perfect funding 
programme had been created with the wave of a magic wand. It would be the most socially, politically, 
environmentally and ethically responsible programme ever, all RRI dimensions would be considered, and 
all capabilities would be fully supported. Filippo then asked people to choose a key activity that relates to 
their role in ERA CoBioTech and describe how it would be affected by this ideal future state. What would a 
day in their life look like if they were part of such programme? A selection of quotes illustrating some of 
the key themes is presented below. 

Imagining RRI interventions 

Part two of the workshop was devoted to producing a range of different ideas to restructure the funding 
programme to better foster the capabilities needed to achieve the goals associated with RRI. Once again, 
Rob primed the group by summarising findings from the previous sessions. He explained that we now 
knew about the barriers people experienced when trying to put ideas like RRI into practice and they could 
be clustered similarly to capabilities — those relating specifically to RRI and those relating to research 
cultures more generally. 

Challenges specific to RRI could be broken down into knowledge barriers, organisational barriers and 
conceptual barriers. Perhaps the most pervasive barrier was the absence of knowledge about what RRI 
could mean or be in practical terms, as well as a corresponding lack of knowledge about how to allocate 
people, money and time to ‘do’ RRI. This lack of knowledge contributes to difficulties in articulating or 
understanding the potential value of RRI, a problem that is amplified by differing opinions about the 
importance of RRI activities in shaping project outcomes. Others discussed organisational barriers to 
doing RRI. This might relate to the absence of people to drive the work forwards, or the detachment of any 
RRI work to actual programmatic or project deliverables. Because of this, instrumental approaches to RRI 
could flourish, in which RRI was framed as something ‘to be taken care of ’ or ‘be done’, marginalising the 
work within projects or programmes. The final barrier that people raised was conceptual. As a whole, 
there is an interpretative flexibility associated with the term — it can mean whatever people want it to 
mean — and some suggested that many of the barriers discussed above could be ameliorated by just 
talking simply, specifically and concretely about the issues and activities that RRI tries to encourage 
people to engage with. 

These RRI-specific barriers intersected with those emerging from research cultures more broadly. 
Participants identified a multitude of barriers, including: high levels of bureaucracy; high overheads that 
eat into research budgets; delays resulting from misalignment of funding timelines within the same project 
and because of Covid pandemic; inequalities in resource allocation; difficulties building networks in a 
pandemic without face-to-face meetings; different languages; challenges of interacting with users and 
communities; tensions between collaborating and competing within some projects; the reality of project 
partners having mixed and occasionally conflicting goals across a consortium. These organisational 
barriers could directly impact peoples’ ability to do the work associated with RRI by creating resource 
problems, shortening contracts and creating high levels of staff turnover, reducing the time available to 
work on RRI, and forcing projects to navigate different funder expectations and policies. 

probably be filled explaining to 
other funders how we got this 
perfect programme going and 
helping them do the same.

have sufficient time to have a long, 
wide-ranging chat about what we are 
working on, what we are aiming for, 
why we are doing it and who else we 
might want or need to involve.

be spent interacting with an interdisciplinary team, in my 
case certainly bioengineeers, but social scientists and 
perhaps even philosophers. They would understand each 
other and could interact in a meaningful way. 

involve a morning session with 
team to checkin on where we are 
today in terms of environmental 
impact. Looking forward to targets 
and how we can get there 
realistically but also creatively.

be a mix of reading and self-reflection 
activities, reflective activities with 
other inside the project and 
engagement activities with other 
outside the projects.

be at the proposal evaluation meeting. 
There would be: 
- no need to argue with other funders 

if RRI components are part of the 
project and can be funded 

- no arguing with evaluators if this 
RRI component is really needed and 
not just for show 

- proposals that took RRI seriously  
- no worrying about how this project 

might be explained to taxpayers

be filled with discussions of 
all of the wonderful 
scientific data and 
outcomes of well-designed 
RRI activities with team 
members.

have less red tape because RRI 
is fully implemented. I could 
allocate more time (and thereby 
money) on other aspects within 
funding administration.

involve discussing with 
students about the 
research project & its 
possible implications.

be in meetings with partners 
talking about the results 
obtained. The results were 
all produced within the 
expected schedule, with no 
delays in obtaining or 
analysing data.

The perfect funding programme has been created. My day would…

We are not under pressure to 
produce particular outputs (!) but 
have time and space for exploratory 
discussions.

My colleagues value my 
expertise and I value theirs.

There would be enough money 
to fund all good projects, so I 
would no longer cut good ones 
for lack of budget.

All our achievements would then 
be easily reported into a single 
system ;)

Then there would be a vision 
session over how far our impacts 
could go ultimately and how we 
tell the story to the world.

A local newspaper took an 
interest in the story, and we are 
together writing an article about 
what was done in the project.

RRI is fully embedded in daily 
day management.

As an expert/evaluator I would actually learn something 
from this interdisciplinary interaction, not only about 
science but also about consequences and/or possibilities. 
This would then help me in my development.

And then…



Rob explained that we had also seen glimpses of how things might be configured differently to overcome 
some of these barriers. The ideas ranged from quite instrumental, simple ones to targeting large scale 
system change. Very pragmatically, it was suggested that work within projects and programmes should be 
explicitly tied to the goals of these programmes, e.g. through deliverables. People suggested that 
programmes should recognise and work to provide the time needed to do the work associated with RRI, 
for instance by providing resources for reflection or engagement. These could be supported through new 
funding mechanisms and/or new monitoring processes.  

Responding to the common barrier of knowledge, many ideas targeted the creation of information and 
resources — for instance structured information that would be available at the start of the programme; 
examples of RRI in practice from other projects or programmes; or in the form of training at the 
programme’s outset to help researchers identify possible RRI actions. Some felt that more and continued 
opportunities for interdisciplinary research would help address the barriers associated with RRI in ERA 
CoBioTech. A large number of participants identified mechanisms to enhance collaboration and learning, 
for instance within projects, between different projects, between projects and external audiences, or just 
through in person meetings. Penultimately, participants also identified a need for greater senses of 
collective responsibility shared within projects, between projects and with administrators. And finally, 
they pointed to the fact that many of the barriers — financial, people, or time — result from the current 
political economy of science within universities, companies and research institutions, meaning that this 
would be the best target. 

We then divided participants into six ‘working groups’ to sketch out interventions that could reconfigure 
research programmes to better enable people to pursue the goals associated with RRI. Groups were 
encouraged build on last week’s discussions but also to use their own personal experiences to develop 
ideas. We asked groups to initially work individually to brainstorm ideas for interventions. We then asked 
groups to share their ideas, cluster them thematically and then identify one that they would like to work 
on in more detail by prioritising in terms of their transformative potential, their feasibility and how 
exciting they were. The outcome of these discussions is presented in the table opposite and on the 
following page. Working groups identified 56 possible interventions that could build capacity for RRI at 
multiple levels of the research programme. They have been organised into themes and ordered by 
frequency. Duplicates have been removed. The next section describes our final session of the workshop. 

Theme Intervention

Collaborative 
activities & shared 
learning (10)

Devote more programmatic resources to cross-cutting workshops (such as this one) to 
conferences. Run them from the programme’s start. (2)

Create opportunities to interact and exchange staff with other ERA CoBioTech research 
groups. (3)

Create more awareness about the time constraints and pressures experienced by different 
partners through discussion.

Open discussions about failure -- for instance, by considering possible failures or worst-case 
scenarios -- at the outset of a project to mitigate risks.

Actively employ researchers of different career stages (e.g. PhDs, post-docs, senior 
researchers) to create opportunities for mentorship and knowledge exchange.

Ensure you are able to hire appropriate experts for any work package and task.

Increase consortia size and allow non-European partners.

Training (9) Provide all prospective researchers in RRI training, especially with respect to its 
implementation and practice. (5)

Train funders and evaluators in RRI.

Educate researchers about diversity in academia.

Produce and provide resources that will help all participants in the programme to put RRI 
into practice (e.g. ideas, sources, experts).

Ensure project teams engage with public communities to improve the societal relevance of 
their research.

Agenda setting & 
call development 
(8)

Enable researchers to think about RRI in early in the proposal development process; it will 
be relevant from lab to application.

Facilitate the co-designing of RRI activities with "experts" from the programme  before 
proposals are submitted.

Convene collaborative, multidisciplinary events between staff in different projects.

Re-work proposal submission documents to include sections to explain how RRI was 
considered in the development of the proposal rather than only asking for descriptions of 
what will be done within the project timeline.

Use RRI processes to develop funding calls that scientists can then address. I.e. explicitly 
include RRI in the agenda setting process.

Run pre-call activities to identify societal challenges and enable multidisciplinary teams 
(scientists/engineers/social scientists) to build ideas together.

Do not mandate multidisciplinary research; instead fund any kind of research based on its 
ability to address a challenge.

Recognise that science is only part of tackling the issues it tries to solve.

Project 
development, 
management & 
coordination (7)

Ensure that the individual leading RRI work within projects is heard and connected to the 
work of the consortium.

Foster an interdisciplinary research environment.



Elaborating RRI interventions 

The final exercise of the session asked each working group to choose one intervention and add colour to it. 
We asked groups to spend time detailing the core idea, articulating how it would support or enhance the 
capabilities needed to do RRI, and to explain the interventions place within the programme and 
connection to other parts. Knowing that these interventions would not be panaceas, we then asked groups 
to return to their individual roles and reflect on the barriers that might emerge and the extra resources 
they would require to enact each intervention. Summaries of this group work, with their ‘memorable 
names’, are below. Each summary is followed by a quick sketch of potential barriers and resources. 

Industry-led RRI 

The first group explained that their proposal comprised two moves. First, they would require all projects 
to embed RRI in their proposals and make it a central component of all work that would be evaluated and 
appraised in monitoring processes. The second move was to require that an industry partner be the lead 
for this work. The reasoning for this part of their intervention stemmed from recognition that all 
companies need to deliver products, technologies or services that are deemed to be ‘responsible’ or they 
won’t exist. There are, for instance, commensurate ideas like environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
driving actions within the private sector. At the same time, there is often a bottleneck with maintaining 
RRI from academia to industry. The group believed their approach would create, sustain and enhance a 
range of capabilities including: raising awareness of the ways that research can be made socially, 
environmentally or commercially relevant; raising awareness of the value of research; promoting 
collaborative ways of working; learning to value different perspectives; fostering inclusivity and ensuring 
societal voices were represented in research projects; creating meaningful industry-academic 
partnerships. The group also thought this would have impacts on the vitality of collaborative networks, 
could create new approaches to connect research with the ‘real world’, could challenge stereotypes 
(because industry would be leading RRI), and would help with the exchange of knowledge. 

coordination (7)

Fund social science staff time.

Encourage principal investigators of a project to develop and commit to an RRI programme 
of work and support all members in a consortium to deliver it (i.e. discourage PIs from 
undermining RRI efforts).

Use tools such as life cycle analysis to analyse a project's potential feasibility and impact 
before the substantive research begins.

Create 'mission-oriented RRI' -- i.e. prioritise particular RRI approaches for specific calls.

Create flexibility in project agreements to enable, for instance, personnel changes.

Programme 
management & 
coordination (6)

Conduct follow-up activities with stakeholders to appraise RRI work.

Diversify the people (experiences, perspectives, expertise) who design programmes.

Include government and policy actors in programme activities and call design.

Extend the length of projects to improve staff continuity.

Ensure that all funders can fund RRI components.

Diversify the people (experiences, perspectives, expertise) who select and evaluate projects.

Time (5) Create funding and time allocations for project meetings and workshops to foster in-depth 
conversations, in turn encouraging the development of shared language, questions and 
consideration of the social, environmental and ethical issues from the outset of a project.

Extend postdoctoral researchers' contracts to provide more time to do their work, 
opportunities to learn as a cohort and develop skills within a project.

Enable researchers to change their projects in response to discussions about Responsible 
Research and Innovation.

Create project timelines that enable funded staff to devote meaningful amounts of time to 
RRI activities while also fulfilling their technical goals.

Acknowledge that learning how to do RRI activities well takes considerable time.

Industry / end-user 
engagement (4)

Prioritise and simplify industrial participation in research projects

Prioritise industrial partnership in research projects (to achieve higher TRLs)

Task a business or end-user partner with leading RRI in each consortium.

Create secondments with stakeholder and user organisations (industry, policy etc.)

Valuation (4) Make communication and coordination with outside experts valuable.

Make it valuable to 'just' talk with one another (e.g. beyond talking to publish or create 
measurable impacts).

Foster socially valuable research activities.

Make impact into a quality.

Dissemination (1) Create a more detailed website with more and clearer information about ERA CoBioTech's 
funded projects.

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• Fewer applications. 
• Acceptance. 
• Companies approached to be in more than one 

consortium. 
• Implementation in practice. 
• Finding industrial partners. 
• Finding time and space for meaningful 

interaction. 
• Limits of funding remit (e.g. not all funders 

can fund all TRLs; council remit). 
• Reduced space for blue sky research by the 

academic partner? 
• Available funding 
• Connect with industrial partners. 
• Difficulties in interacting with industrial 

partners.

• Funding bodies lead on the expectation in 
each call. 

• Project budgets to support industry 
involvement - alignment to funding bodies 
expectations. 

• Project budgets to support public engagement 
events. 

• Education and training in RRI. 
• Support for long term interactions. 
• Ability to broaden of funding council remit. 
• Increased funding. 
• Better cross-council funding. 
• Interdisciplinary education.



Merry-go-round the project 

Group two’s decided to develop a mechanism to push project partners and stakeholders to experience 
different roles within a project by exposing them to different settings, such as within a company, in a social 
scientific department or a laboratory — in effect an exchange programme within the project. The main 
goal would be to build new knowledge and understandings of these different roles, which would enhance 
individual experiences, make communication easier, build knowledge and allow each other to understand 
different roles. The expected impact would be greater group cohesion and perhaps a greater sense of the 
potential social and economic impacts of a project and how to deliver / avoid them. The group did identify 
a number of barriers and resources, namely that projects would require dedicated funding and project 
plans would have to include added time to allow for it. One suggestion was that projects would need to be 
designed specifically around the idea of exchanges, which funders could support with a funding call. 

Success is a well-balanced and carefully executed plan. 

Group three took the idea of mission-oriented innovation and applied it to RRI. Their idea was to focus on 
the call definition as a means to direct RRI toward certain goals. This would be the task of funders. The 
idea would be to create a series of quite directed funding calls which would also have specific requirements 
for RRI and could incorporate consideration of RRI dimensions within their own design. Direction towards 
particular RRI goals would be achieved by weighting the evaluation towards particular criteria. For 
instance, a call focused on the production of bio-based chemicals could require only certain feedstocks and 
could mandate engagement with the producers of such feedstocks. A call that focused on GMO’s, projects 
would be primarily directed and evaluated on their engagement with the political aspects of GMOs. Or a 
call focused on next level building blocks for chemistry might prioritise projects’ engagement with 
sustainability. 

The intervention would work to steer RRI towards particular goals. The group felt that this targeted and 
goal-oriented approach to RRI would be productive because, with resources, it would encourage people to 
develop a shared collective language which is specific to the situation. It might also ensure that the 
capabilities from social scientists enter projects as a valued member from the outset because scientists 
would understand they are very clearly required for particular aspects of the research. And it would also 
help to direct multidisciplinary teams towards a shared goal and demonstrate the value of RRI. The 
corollary of the intervention would be that funders need to do more work to actively steer research in 

particular directions, which would also require more knowledge and agreement of goals at the outset of the 
funding programme. 

Time for a little RR&I. 

Group four focused on an issue that recurred across the three sessions: how to actually give people the 
time and resources to do RRI well within projects. They identified four interrelated issues that work to 
crowd-out RRI from project time. First, short timescales mean that it is not possible iterate during a 
project. Second, there should be time to consider how RRI will work before a project proposal is submitted 
or awarded, but it is often challenging to find the time to work through this. Third, the time horizons of 
projects are often quite short term, which makes it hard to conduct longer-term reflective processes and 
change the project in response. Finally, project timelines are insufficient to allow funded staff to devote 
real time to RRI activities as well as fulfilling the technical milestones. Acknowledging that training etc. 
are needed to do these activities well can take considerable time. 

In response, the group outlined interventions into funding calls, proposal submission and research phases 
of a funding programme. First, pre-call initiatives would identify important challenges and enable teams 
of scientists/engineers/social scientists to build ideas. They would also create collaborative and 
multidisciplinary sessions between participants from different projects. And they would create 
opportunities to co-design RRI activities with "experts" from the programme before submission. At the 
submission phase, the group imagined including sections and questions that would ask how RRI was 
considered in the development of the proposal, rather than only asking for descriptions of what will be 
done within the project timeline. And within the actual projects, they would require project timelines (and 
funding) that would be sufficient to allow all researchers — PhDs, research fellows, co-investigators and 
the principal investor — to have a longer work timeframe, facilitating learning and skill development. 
They would also devise mechanisms to reward RRI engagement, but this would require a broader culture 
change. 

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• No obvious policy barriers to inhibit such an 
activity. 

• Coordination across multiple funders/nations. 
• Greater Travel and Subsistence required to 

enable this. 
• Health and safety issues and training that 

need to be considered / undertaken. 
• Time required and impact on efficiency / 

delivery.

• Funding. 
• Time. 
• Creation of tutorials. 
• Problems to be solved would need to be simple 

and thought-through.

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• Funders may claim to have too little expertise 
to implement weighed RRI aspects in a call. 

• Funding is not enough to employ more than 
one scientist, often even only 50% position. 

• LCA would most likely be needed before 
project starts, at least in rough draft. 

• Example for collaborations: If economic value 
is targeted, the feasibility of ideas cannot be 
assessed only by natural scientists. 

• Single evaluators can't oversee everything. 
• Potential challenges in recruiting non-

academic evaluators. 
• Others might consider de-emphasised RRI 

aspects important. 
• Lack of funding for staff time. 
• Competing time demands.

• Training for funders to make them mission-
oriented. 

• Funding aiming for at least two persons per 
group (equals to 1.5 or 1.65 positions at least; 
hopefully full funding possible in future). 

• Flexibility to include external experts (e.g. 
laboratories with special equipment, other 
science branches) in the planning or during a 
running project. 

• Make weighed teams for evaluation - on 
different aspects. 

• Opportunities to make the case for RRI 
aspects not weighted in the call? 

• Funding for staff time!



The group felt that their intervention would enhance the training of early career researchers, foster 
communication between different disciplines, particularly the natural and social sciences, and would build 
connections between different project partners. In addition to bringing more thought to the design of the 
project as a whole, one impact could be that RRI becomes something that is shared collectively across the 
project. 

Science to business 

Group five focused on connecting research with business. Their idea was to require that at least one 
partner in a research consortium was involved with a company or enterprise. They also wanted to create 
opportunities for research exploitation, for instance in the form of spinouts, and offer training to build 
researchers’ abilities to create companies. The focus of this training would not just be about the nuts and 
bolts of creating companies but also about how to frame or orient research to be business-minded. Their 
goal was to encourage scientific research projects to produce more products, outcomes or patents, which 
would lead to research that was more socially valuable. 

The group felt that this intervention could support value creation and societal benefits, particularly if 
sustainability and RRI were factors in the search for industrial partners. They also thought it might avoid 
greenwashing, as partners would need to be committed to the ideas behind RRI to participate. 

Activate sustainable research 

The final group explained that their intervention aimed to push each project to develop narratives about 
the social, environmental and policy impacts of their work that have already occurred or may occur. Their 
idea was to reformulate the mid-term and final reporting mechanisms to include narrative-driven aspects. 
Researchers would be asked to tell a story with and about the people they had interacted with in the 
project and activities they had developed. A goal of this narration would be to aim for a coherent 
discussion of different perspectives and knowledge that could shape the project. Researchers would also be 
asked to avoid certain tropes, such as underestimating scientific-literacy, and to consider the relationship 
between important ideas such as acceptance, scientific uncertainty and trust.  

The overall goal of the intervention would be to make a modest change to reporting processes that could 
be sustained over time and that, over multiple projects, may begin to change scientific cultures. However, 
the group felt that it, by integrating into monitoring infrastructure, the intervention could support 
academics to deepen their knowledge and look beyond the lab. They also foresaw possible benefits for the 
running and planning of future projects because, for instance, discrete scientific goals would have to be 
situated within a wider context. 

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• Longer and more complex grant submission 
timelines. 

• Ensuring that time scheduled for RRI is used 
for this. 

• Lack of acknowledgements/career rewards for 
RRI skills and activities, particularly for 
PDRAs. 

• Getting everyone to work on RRI when all 
they want to do is focus on the science. 

• Ensuring that the concept of RRI is 
understood the same way by all. 

• Ensuring other stakeholders (eg industrial 
partners) stay engaged and don’t see this as a 
threat to their business model - or indeed no 
longer of interest to their activities. 

• More work for applicants (more pressure) that 
might not get the grant. 

• Needing more time either means more money 
or less time for science. 

• RRI requires training which some ECRs may 
not have access too (very previous PI/
supervisor dependent). 

• Good RRI requires a wide network of 
industrial collaborators, social scientists 
which may not be accessible to newly 
independent ECRs.

• More project time (e.g. longer funding to 
enable true reflection). 

• Longer grant timeframes - eg additional 1-2 
years if all goes well. Or a pre-project planning 
year. 

• Training of PIs and PDRAs in concepts and 
delivery of RRI. 

• Recognition of RRI activities in promotions/
career. 

• Support pre-grant activities, facilitate RRI. 
• Describe RRI properly in the proposal and 

acknowledge that project time (i.e. 
manpower) is needed for this. 

• Increase time to enable true RRI reflection 
(longer projects). 

• Increased support from institution to conduct 
RRI activities (e.g. mentoring)

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• Some industrial partners might not be eligible 
for funding because they do not fulfil the RRI 
requirements. 

• IP issues. 
• Follow up support. 
• Continuity in cooperation.

• More industrial support and an economic 
policy that makes it more attractive for 
companies to go green. 

• Legal assistance. 
• Funding programs beyond national borders.

Potential Barriers Useful Resources

• Another thing for the co-ordinator to do. 
• Additional efforts to communicate the 

importance of the concept within the 
consortium. 

• Prolonging of project time due to additional 
activities and extra costs for visits.

• Information about RRI, examples of RRI. 
• Expertise from outside? 
• Networking with other projects. 
• Time and appreciation for non measurable 

achievements.
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