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Marit introduces the idea of the ETHNA system, including the normative underpinning of deliberative ethics. Given the centrality of inclusion of affected parties and deliberation in this normative framework, how should one approach the task of developing indicators to evaluate RRI performance at project level?

LD: The SIAMPI project and productive interactions… LD has been involved in several projects where change was at stake, which is also the case in the EHTNA project as she understands it. She has employed a method often used in developmental research projects, which is formally called a theory of change (TC).

When we talk about evaluation and indicators there is often this idea that if we do this we reach there, and we develop indicators, proxies, not just indicators for the impacts, but also for monitoring on the way what is happening. What you start with, you include everyone who is affected, or involved, or should be included, and you ask what we aim for, so you start discussing the end, the vision, the change you want to achieve. 

It is clear that in your project (ETHNA) you talk about a new situation that you want to establish, and there are some ideas about what it should be and shouldn’t be, but it is not clear yet. It is also something you need everybody involved, and also you need to find out on the way whether it is the right solution. 

Quote #1
So “with the theory of change you say ‘can we envision together what we think the future should look like’, so what is necessary in order to get there? Who should be involved, what should be in place, what are our assumptions? One big assumption is that everyone should be involved in order to get there. Then the question is how do we know that we make progress towards that vision?” 

Quote #2
“The vision, the narrative we develop together is alive, it will change underway. We need to keep the discussion going throughout the project.” 

You need to work backwards from the shared vision.

We come up with all these ideas (e.g. RRI), we think it is a good idea, but we need to establish what it is, and that is when we need deliberation. It is highly normative and can also have unintended consequences. For instance, no one is against responsible research and innovation, but we need to find out what it implies in practice before we can mean something about it, decide whether this is what we want. 

Quote #3
“When you are in a transition, I think you can use evaluation, assessment, monitoring, as a governing instrument of the transition. Ideally, it is part of the governance of transition. So, if you say that you want to establish an RRI culture in our organization, that is a huge change”.

Marit: How do we involve the actors affected by this transition, in practice? Public meetings, workshops, to talk about the vision, or work with research networks, and involve them in a dialogue on the vision? 

LD: You can do both. But it is difficult to engage researchers in this type of dialogue, yet very important. 

LD gives an example from the Netherlands, where the funder demanded stakeholder involvement. In processes that involve big change, you need all the stakeholders to talk to each other, to understand that they are in this together. 

So, on the project level it is not easy to get everybody around the table. 

Marit: So, there should be an element of obligation in these processes?

LD: Yes, but also assuring that it is clear for everybody that there is something at stake here. When you sit down by the ones affected you may realize that your approach is not very relevant for them.

Marit: So, if you want to ensure that each innovation and research project include stakeholders how can you ensure that at a systemic level?

Quote#4
“In an ideal world, everyone affected is included. But there are national differences here. In some countries social impact is not so high on the agenda. This is also a financial issue. In the southern hemisphere the research is far more related to societal research”.

Marit: Is that because funding is used as an incentive to focus on these kinds of issues?  

DL: There is an element of culture here as well. 

In some countries and institutions it might be easier to have this discussion about inclusion, while in other contexts it is not so easy. 

In the ideal world everyone is around the table. In the not-so-ideal-world you take whoever you can invite to the table and just start the discussion. 

Marit: Are you saying that the problem with involving stakeholders in this transition process has to do with resistance towards it on the side of the researchers, they don’t see the need for it, and there are not always incentives to do so in the system?

DL: Yes. The perception, at least in the Netherlands, is that my peers are other academics. Then there are advocates who can serve as inspiration. They are respected colleagues. But then there are also people for whom this transition can be difficult”. 

Marit: You say that we need to work with those who are already interested in this. Does differentiation follow from this?

Quote #5
“If you want change to happen, you need to look at how you can use these advocates to establish this new world. Also, it is important to use projects where they are already doing what you want to achieve … (And) if you want to make a change on a big scale, you need to make sure that the management backs the transition. So, you need to have your funder or board, or management on board. So, you need to work bottom-up and top-down, and if the top doesn’t work, it will not work. But similarly, if it remains in the board, nothing will happen”.

Marit: Do you have any thoughts on how one could alleviate this lack of perspective? Systematic training? Should it be obligatory?

DL: important that young researchers with status in the field, who has a standing in research associations nationally, engage themselves and join forces at a national level. This is currently happening in the Netherlands. They function as national ambassadors. 

Marit: This makes me think of the necessity of national platforms of consensus, which one of my informants emphasized. Does that make sense to you?

DL: yes, and it reminds me of open science and open access, and the importance of common international standards. But someone has to take the lead, and then the question is who you can team up with. 

Marit: Going back to the concept of interactive indicators, could you elaborate?

DL: Productive interaction is a stage toward creating impact, and then the question is what indicators do you have? And ideally you include others. When I look back at the SIAMPI project now it was still very much from the point of view of the researcher, who wants to have an impact, and not so much from the change that the researchers and others are aiming for? 

Marit: So, did the project lack the perspective of the stakeholders, is that what you are saying?

DL: Not so muck lacking, but it was very much from the point of view of the researcher still. Stakeholders were invited to the table, but they were not involved so much in defining what is the change that the world needs?

Marit: So, the problem was already defined?

DL: More or less, not necessarily, but in many cases, and what you see then, and this was very much research oriented, whereas your project is also a process, a transformation and a change, but 

Quote #6
“the interesting thing is that in the project (SIAMPI) we said that for research to have an impact, interactions need to have taken place. If you do research and you do not talk or share your research then there will be no impact, so you need to have interactions, and they might contribute to the impact. And impact is not an end, it is a process, so it’s about including the stakeholders on the way. And the productive interactions are really about research where researchers, and stakeholders, or next users, for instance in the natural sciences where someone has a theoretical idea, and then the experimental scientist tries to make an instrument of it, and then the electrical engineer goes further. It is where there are these deliberations on what is this, and is it of use, and does it work, and what is the value. And the idea of productive interaction is that based on the interactions either the researchers, or the stakeholder or the next user makes this change; either understand something, or change behavior, start using something, or does something different than before. That can include also the researcher (who sees his or her research from a different 
perspective). So, it really looks at the whole process of doing research”. 

DL refers to a project in Wales where the researchers would hang out with stakeholders, it was very important for the definition of the research problem (Dl will send the article where this case is described). 

Marit: You emphasize the importance of the researchers interacting with stakeholders, to orient themselves in the landscape. Would you say that this is equally important for all types of research, regardless of the discipline? 

DL: Yes, I think it is. And then the question is of course who you hang out with. Some astro-physicists they might not hang out with people who are not in science, but they might hang out with … someone who makes the instruments, or…if you really think of choosing these research subject and understanding why your research might be important, I think hanging out is really …If you do not hang out, you might come up with socially not so relevant research. 

Marit: Should involving stakeholders be obligatory?

DL: This is an important discussion to have. Apparently, researchers are already obliged to articulate societal impact (as in) “just wait and it will be good for you”. 


Quote #7
“I could think of a more portfolio aware variation of research, but the thing is that if we do that now, quite a few researchers will say let me do the fundamental science without stakeholder involvement… I am not sure about this, and I think it is a point of discussion. It would be very brave for an institute to say that we have alle these differences. 
We need all types of researchers in the portfolio, but not everyone is equally fit for public communication, but you make sure that what they do relates to what the rest of the group is doing…This idea of a portfolio of people, also means that there might be people who do ok (but not excellent) research but are very good teachers … and there are people who enjoy so much hanging out and are not really motivated by writing publications. That is at the level of the group. Then question is do you want this kind of diversity on the higher level? I think if you do it on the group level, why is it not possible to have some diversity on the higher level as well? But that is debatable. 
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