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Marit explains the ETHNA system

Erna: 
The three of us work with these things (RRI, open research, citizen science / public engagement) from different points of view. But we are all part of a working group that will follow up the open research policy of the NRC and which will systematically address RRI, PE and citizens science. We are at the very beginning of this work. The management is now starting to do something about this at strategic level. But we cannot say that the management has worked very systematically with these issues before now, with the policy on open science.

Marte: the dialogue around the open science policy was well communicated. We reached out broadly and conducted two open hearings during the process of preparing a draft policy for open science. But, the strategic work in the area of RRI may be one step ahead with respect to involvement. The involvement of citizens and other stake-holders in pre-call processes has been more ad-hoc.

Erna: Yes, and one thing is the strategic work of the NRC; another is what we actually do. The NRC does several things. It is part of PRO-Ethics, where the ethical dimension of users and stakeholders is a theme. The project will result in framework conditions for the involvement of users, citizens, stakeholders, which will set the tone in the EU. This is the only project the EU has on just this. Started this year. We're working on one pilot now, out of two. 

In one of the pilots we look at how we can have an ethically healthy pre-call consultation. We have taken as our starting point three projects that have been announced with us and looked at how we have involved stakeholders in pre-call consulting in those processes, with a view to how users and residents can be involved more systematically in pre-call consultations. We will bring knowledge from this project to the NRC.

It is an ambition for us in the project that we will bring in knowledge from what Helge is working on, and what happens in the open policy work.  

We will have another pilot as well, a hub for how we work with involvement in an ethical way. We have not started with that yet, but it is an idea we will want to realize. We collaborate there with the Research Council of Lithuania.

Here the idea is to gather some experiences that can point further for how we should work with this in the NRC. And in the collaboration we have (in the organization) on open research (the working group referred to earlier), we try to use some of the knowledge developed in this project also in the NRC’s work related to user participation. The first step is to get a common platform for how we will work with this. We're doing that now.

(Shares presentation for the NCPs in the SWAFS network, presented 05.11.20).

Marit: How does this work relate to the RRI work in NFR, is all this connected? Will it affect how NFR works with the institutions?

The four process dimensions of RRI are integral to NRC’s open research policy. But the link between these dimensions and the EU's keys seems to be one - on - one in ETHNA. 

The RRI framework of NRC - which applies to environmental protection and technology, nanotechnology, ICT, biotechnology, CSR in business - is based on a third-generation research and innovation policy, which involves a learning and development mode, which involves research institutions changing in step with society. It also implies an understanding of research and innovation as implicated in the global problems we see now. It is much more process-oriented, and bottom one might say, than the EU keys, which are old SWAFS implemented almost in a goal management hierarchy. So, the goal of creating a system that will take care of all the keys can present a number of challenges, I think. And ethics is also a part of it.

And related to this, we work in different ways with these different dimensions. AFINO and Digital Life Norway (DLN) are our pilots within the programs in the RRI areas; NRC’s work on involvement in the public sector is connected to the PRO-Ethics project; the work with research ethics is not connected one to one with the RRI work. It is the university and college political department that has recently been given responsibility for working with it.

So, it is not so easy to answer the question about we communicate our work with these issues to the institutions. Not sure how much direct contact there is between the research council and the management at the various institutions, e.g. when it comes to research ethics. When it comes to RRI, the contact happens a lot through the pilots (AFINO; DLN). The idea is that they will anchor this work in their parent institutions as well. So, it is a much more bottom-up process (with dialogue indirectly, via these hubs / networks that are established in the organizations).

There are a few different understandings of RRI out here. And there is not necessarily a one-to-one connection between AI, RRI and the EU keys … The three of us follow up the policy for open research with respect to user participation, citizens science and RRI. And we all agree that these are such difficult fields that we cannot expect neither the Research Council nor the research community nationally or internationally to work with these things in the same way. There are different perceptions of quality and relevance in research as well. We have to live with that. We must try to allow room for different approaches ...

Erna: Yes, and that is what we are trying now through the Policy for open research, which is a common umbrella that covers all these elements. We seek to have a comprehensive but diverse way of working with this. Because the target groups for research and innovation are very different, work differently and we must have different ways of dealing with it. Through this follow-up work of the policy, we are in the process of gaining a comprehensive understanding of how these things are connected. We are in a start-up phase. We are part of various national networks, and PRO-ETHICS is also very relevant. Now we try to see this in a systematic context. The policy binds these things together. 

Marte: At board level, we have also made changes. In all the boards, there are now representatives from all societal interests / different social actors, from different sectors of relevance to the various portfolios. They are part of our governance structure. We strongly encourage involvement at project level as well. For example, we have a new call out where there is a requirement that you involve at least two social actors. 

Wenche: In addition, we have a project where the social actors will own the project. The same applies to innovation in the public sector. So this is not a completely new principle. Requirements will continue to be placed on researchers. Within the health sector, there is a requirement from the ministry. This is going to be a fixed size, which one has to reckon with. But at what level, and with whom, and how; that is unclear. And that is what will be the output in our pilot; a check list of what are the most important questions that one should ask both at the strategic level and at the project level when it comes to this question, and there should be input to the entire organization. 

Helge: yes, and this (public and other stakeholder involvement) is difficult and provocative for the researchers. But it is a necessity in the face of the great societal challenges. NRC believes it is necessary for research to give back to society. You are breaking the linear perception of research from basic research to applied research. Interaction and network models are important in that context, interdisciplinarity;  we must work together to find out which learning and development processes can help bringing about this change. In NRC, the policy for open research bring together RRI, research ethics and other dimensions. RRI is not the umbrella for these activities.

Marit: How can one facilitate this type of involvement? Network management?

Helge: One important measure is to facilitate a common learning and development process for all actors in the research and innovation system; NRC must do the same, everyone must work in different ways to achieve it. 

Helge refers to the article on double-loop learning from the DLN environment as a good example of how to work with this type of learning process at project level. 

Wenche: 
PRO-Ethics is intended for institutions like the Research Council. The RFOs and experts on research ethics and on participation are partners in the project. The research funding organizations are being placed under the microscope. Therefore, we are also concerned with how we can formulate the calls so that they become relevant to those for whom the research is relevant.

Marit: Marte, could you say something about involvement in the process related to open policy? Does it reflect a way of working for the whole organization?

Marte: The involvement of stakeholders in the process of developing the policy was an important part of it. It was also an important part of the process of developing the new strategy for NRC. Moreover, the NRC has adopted a principle of portfolio management, and the process of developing the portfolio plans will involve consultation rounds (2021/2022). It is not entirely certain how this will be done. But all possible relevant collaborative environments should be able to express themselves in that process, including the research environments. When we create new types of applications, we also have good access to researchers and other experts for input. So, in my opinion,  involvement is something the NRC wants to promote; it is a way to ensure that what we do is relevant.

Erna: I have the impression that NRC is perceived as more open, more inviting, more inclusive now than before. There is still a lot of work to be done, but I think we are already doing a lot of what is in demand. But we are now systematically looking at how we do it, why we do it, and whether it works. So, it is the systematics that is the new, through the policy of open research. 

Helge: If you look at the NRC's new strategy, there is a dimension there called "a well-functioning research and innovation system", and the structural dimension includes both open research and a box for social responsibility and ethics. The individual portfolio boards a follow-up of the strategy takes place. In the portfolio management for enabling technologies, RRI is quite prominent, because this is where you find the technology programs, bio, nano and ICT.

Helge mentions Geir Øyen at NTNU, who is the head of the NRC’s portfolio board for ICT. Also, portfolio manager Ellen Marie Forsberg, who coordinated RRI practice.

Marit: Is the NRC's shift towards more involvement related to the focus on RRI at EU level?

Wenche: Mutual inspiration perhaps? An important part of the NRC's social role is to be in touch with the citizens and relevant political bodies. Mission thinking in the EU has been of great importance. So, it’s an expression both of a tradition and a new trend.

Helge: It is important to say that the work with open policy did not stem from the RRI work. They are completely different initiatives, but there is a link between them, and the RRI work is linked to Open policy, which is much broader. Participation has always been important. We switched to RRI in 2014. Policy for open research is probably driven by international trends, and not least the EU in various ways.

Marte: Yes, the work with open research is very much influenced by the EU and the OECD and what has happened internationally. What's new about the policy, and which I have not seen many examples of internationally, is that we try to link all this together, innovation, open research, involvement and RRI, so that we have a broader policy than what I have seen in many other countries. It may have something to do with the fact that other countries have several research councils that work with different fields. But we have been working on these things for many years. So, it is nothing new that we are working on involvement.

Wenche: No, it's not new, and all these things are mutually inspiring. And it is not the case that the EU exists in a vacuum either ... (Mariana) Mazzucato has not come up with this herself. It is a professional political conceptual melting pot in many ways. The concept of mission-thinking and involvement is not something the EU has invented. There have been many elements in many different countries. We have managed to capture this in the policy for open research in a good way. It has to do with the fact that the NRC is the only research council (in Europe) that has managed to gather all these parts in one strategy. 
Marte: We would like to hear about how the ETHNA project is going.
Wenche: We must also spread what we have been talking about now to the rest of the organization (NRC).
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