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1. Introduction 

Following the adoption of RRI as part of the EPSRC strategy, ORBIT was set up to foster a 

culture of RRI. ORBIT approached CPHC in 2018 with regards to delivering an introduction to 

RRI during their event in Newcastle. This document contains some of the key aspects of the 

workshop and serves as a reminder to participants of the topics discussed. 

Trainers 

 Professor Bernd Stahl  

 Margherita Nulli 

 

2. Background: Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) 

Nowadays many people have the feeling that the outcomes of research and the innovations 

can be disruptive and harmful to the humanity. Innovation should however pursue the public 

good and this is what RRI is trying to achieve. 

Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) is a process that aims to ensure that the 

outcomes and processes of research are socially desirable, acceptable and sustainable. RRI 

is not a novel concept as every technology that has been created raised questions such as 

what are the benefits of the research, what are the risks of it, what are the alternatives and 

who is responsible for the outcomes of the research. The role of the researchers is to take a 

long term prospective and to consider what will happen to their products once they leave the 

laboratories. RRI can help the researchers to get better outputs by helping them anticipating 

the effect of their products, reflect on the purposes of the research, engage with the 

stakeholders and act to influence the direction of their research. 

RRI is a concept that has been embraced by public funders of research. The EU, for instance, 

has made 3 declarations to state that RRI needs to be embedded in research. As a public 

funder of research based in the UK, the EPSRC is also committed to promote and develop 

responsible research and has included RRI into its strategic portfolio. EPSRC stated that RRI 

is central, and has included a mandatory requirement saying that CDTs students have to be 

formally trained in RRI (see here for the EPSRC RRI strategy). ORBIT (Observatory for 

Responsible Research and Innovation in ICT) is a project funded by the EPSRC that aims to 

promote RRI. 

Through its workshop, ORBIT introduced the participants to RRI and helped them reflecting 

on social and ethical concerns. After doing an exercise on case studies, participants have 

been introduced with the AREA-4P framework, which is key to RRI, and had the chance to go 

through the ORBIT project self-assessment tool in order to gain a deeper understanding of 

the weaknesses and strengths of the case study they were assigned. 

 

3. Workshop 

The participants were given a case study based on the EU FP7 research project BUTLER. 

The case was about a research project aiming at interconnecting technologies such as 

sensors, smartphones and other portable devices. Participants were asked to identify one key 

https://www.epsrc.ac.uk/research/framework/
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stakeholder, one ethical issue related to the stakeholder that they identified and suggest what 

it can be done to avoid the ethical issues identified. 

During the discussion, these were they key points that emerged from the case study analysis: 

- It has been agreed that the key stakeholders of such a project are the users of those 

interconnected devices. 

- The main issue is the information that can be drawn from the data that is collected. 

Data can be collected from different devices but how is it going to be used? 

- Another issue highlighted was the fact servers are sharing data among themselves. 

Since the project implies the interconnection between systems and servers, how is the 

data going to be shared? 

- A possible way to solve this problem is to explain to the users what the consequences 

of collecting data are and which types of information that data reveals about them. 

 

4. The AREA 4P framework 

To help those involved in research and innovation to do so responsibly, the AREA 4P 

framework has been developed. 

The AREA framework help scientists harness their creativity by: 

- Anticipate: anticipating the impacts, intended or otherwise (e.g. economic, social, 

environmental) that might arise from the research. 

- Reflect: reflecting on the purposes or motivations of the research and the associated 

implications that it might have. 

- Engage: opening to dialogue with possible stakeholders and the public. 

- Act: using these processes to influence the direction and trajectory of the research 

and innovation process itself. 

Each aspect of the AREA framework is then mapped against the 4Ps: 

 Process: the processes undertaken in research and innovation. These cover all 
activities in preparing research, undertaking data collection and analysis, storage and 
presentation of data and interaction with respondents. 

 Product: the outcomes of research and innovation activities. This can refer to products 
or services. It includes the consequences of use as well as misuse of research 
products and the impact that research has on the natural and social environment. 

 Purpose: this covers the question why research is undertaken at all. The purpose of 
research is a crucial factor influencing acceptability and desirability and thus open to 
scrutiny. 

- People: research and innovation are undertaken by people and for people and have 

intended and unintended consequences for people. People are at the heart of RRI and 

need to be explicitly considered. 

 

5. Limits of RRI 

While RRI is raising an awareness of some downsides of technologies or projects, sometimes 

there are no solutions to those weaknesses. RRI cannot predict the future or avoid all 

problems arising from a research, nor does it relieve from problems related to ethics in 
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research. As such, RRI is not a panacea. RRI can however stimulate an intelligent 

conversation about the research process of an innovation and facilitate a second order of 

reflexivity. 

 

6. Next Steps 

As highlighted during the workshop, the AREA 4P framework can be applied to any project as 

a form of self-reflection to allow researchers to better understand their position on their project. 

ORBIT developed a project self-assessment tool that incorporates this framework and help 

scientists gaining a better understanding of the strength and weaknesses of their projects. 

Once completed the tool gives a spider graph to help visualizing strength and weaknesses of 

the project assessed. The self-assessment tool says something about the researchers’ 

prospective of their projects but it has to be kept in mind that, since it is self-reported, it is not 

an objective tool. It should however facilitate a discussion to help to see the weaknesses of a 

project so that scientists can decide if they want to intervene to change aspects of their 

research or not. Thus, a possible next step for the participants of the workshop would be to 

use the ORBIT self-assessment tool on their own projects or research proposals. This can 

also help them understanding if they would need any additional help to further implement RRI 

in their research. To this extent, ORBIT offers a series of services that aim at integrating all 

the aspects of RRI in the research practice: 

 Online resources, including case studies, descriptions of technologies and specific 

issues (https://www.orbit-rri.org/resources/) 

 A self-assessment tool is available online (http://www.orbit-rri.org/self-assessment/) 

 A set of training courses that focus, with different levels of depth, on RRI.  

 ORBIT is in the process of developing a public engagement platform to help 

researchers reach out to different publics.  

 Proposal services are also available to review proposals and give hints so that they 

are in line with the requirements of EPSRC or other funders.  

 ORBIT launched an online Journal that allows researchers to publish their experience 

and to support a community on RRI (https://www.orbit-rri.org/ojs/index.php/orbit)  

To learn more or to use these services please visit our website https://www.orbit-rri.org/

https://www.orbit-rri.org/resources/
http://www.orbit-rri.org/self-assessment/
https://www.orbit-rri.org/ojs/index.php/orbit
https://www.orbit-rri.org/


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


