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MAINSTREAMING RRI 

• What is RRI and what is the 
short history?

• Why do we consider RRI a fragile
funding line?

• Why did RRI not emerge and 
continue as strong funding line?

• 3 main advocacy coalitions 
(who? core values? strategy?) --
Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition 
Approach

• Contrast: European Research 
Council

• Concluding remarks
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Content

SOCIETAL ENGAGEMENT AND CO-
CREATION 

• What have we learned about 
these issues from your projects? 

• What is in your opinion the 
state-of-the-art on these issues?

• What new developments, 
perspectives and questions are 
important going forward?

• How and in what ways should 
societal engagement and co-
creation be addressed in the 
upcoming Horizon Europe 
programme and calls, as well as 
other contexts?

RRI



• SOCIETAL ENGAGEMENT 
AND CO-CREATION IN 
H2020-PROJECTS AND 
BEYOND
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SE & CC “vs.” RRI

RRI 

is a cross cutting issue in “Horizon 
Europe.”

“RRI is an approach that anticipates and assesses potential implications and societal 
expectations with regard to R&I, with the aim to foster the design of inclusive and sustainable 
R&I.

RRI implies that societal actors (researchers, citizens, policy makers, business, third sector 
organisations, etc.) work together during the whole R&I process in order to better align both 
the process and its outcomes with the values, needs and expectations of society.
RRI is implemented as a package that includes multi-actor and public engagement in R&I, 
enabling easier access to scientific results, the take up of gender and ethics in the R&I content 
and process, and formal and informal science education.” 

(https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/responsible-research-innovation; 19.8.2020)

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/responsible-research-innovation


➢Macro: conceptual challenges and policy 
paradigm options (method: diagnosis & action 
research)

• Meso: institutional challenges, learning and 
possibility for change (method: diagnosis & 
action research)

• Micro: project and individual researcher’s 
involvement and engagement (method: 
diagnosis & action research)
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Analysis

Our focus:

✓ Policy level

✓ Policy 
imple-
mentation
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Responsibility 
is normative 
political 
wish/position 
as opposed to 
properly 
implemented 
policy in the EC

Key publications (Science Magazine; JRI)

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/369/6499/39

Social labs are 
appropriate to 
address change 
on multiple 
levels.

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/369/6499/39


Main Question

Why did RRI not emerge and continue as influential funding 
instrument and implemented policy (on proposal & evaluation 

levels), despite two decades of addressing science-society 
interrelations with EC funding?
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4 elements of fragility of RRI as EC funding line

Financial 
fragility as 

funding 
instrument

Institutional 
fragility of 
SwafS unit

Legal 
fragility of 

RRI as 
funding line

Semantic 
fragility of 

RRI as policy 
objective
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7th Framework Programme, 
Science in Society (SiS)

20162013 20142007

Umbrella Approach “RRI 
keys”
Rome Declaration
1. Gender equality
2. Research ethics
3. Science education
4. Open access
5. Public Engagement
6. Governance

Three O Strategy

1. Open Innovation,
2. Open Science,
3. Open to the World

“SiS” fostering

1. public engagement as 
two-way  dialogue 
between civil society 
and science

2. gender
3. science 

communication
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Semantic fragility of RRI as policy objective
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The “definition debate”



Financial fragility of RRI as funding instrument

Horizon Europe: total of 400 Mio Euro for “Reforming and enhancing 
the EU Research and Innovation System” allocated across 14 action 

lines.
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• No “Swafs”-like activities” in “Widening and Enhancing the ERA”

• RRI marginally mentioned in HEU legal texts

• Legally binding: Art. 2(2)c Specific Programme; promoting RRI, “taking into 
account the precautionary principle” as one of the operational objectives of 
the Specific Programme.

• However, gender, ethics, open science, link between science and society 
mentioned elsewhere.

• Not legally binding but guidance for interpretation. Recital 26: Programme
“should engage and involve citizens and CSOs in co-designing and co-creating 
responsible research and innovation(RRI) agendas and contents that meet 
citizens’ and civil society’s concern, needs and expectations” (…) “across the 
Programme and through dedicated

• Minor reference in Strategic Plan despite requests in open consultations

Legal fragility of RRI as funding line

• RRI explicitly mentioned in the legal 
basis (for the first time in European FP).

• Implemented in a twofold approach:

• Establishing a dedicated SwafS
Programme

• Cross-Cutting Issue Article 14 a “RRI 
including gender”

H2020

Horizon
Europe
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The “legal framing” 
problem



Institutional fragility of SwafS unit 

2019 2020 2014

• Separate “Swafs”-Unit B7 responsible 
for Science with and for Society 
(supported by Unit B of REA)

• two sub-units for Gender and RRI.
• Ethics and Open Access addressed in 

separate units.
• Continuous reduction in staff

• SwafS unit dissolved
• SwafS parts integrated in new Unit ”Open 

Science” G.4
• Open Science (open science, open data)
• G.4.001 “Science in Society” (citizen 

science, research ethics, …)
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The “bureaucracy issue” 



What is an Advocacy Coalition? 

An advocacy coalition contains 

• ‘people from a variety of positions (elected and agency 
officials, interest group leaders, researchers)

• who share a particular belief system’ and ‘who show a non-
trivial degree of coordinated activity over time’.

[Paul Cairney, Oxford Handbook of the Classics of Public Policy and 
Administration (editors: Ed Page, Steve Balla, Martin Lodge)
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Why are beliefs important in politics?

An advocacy coalition contains 

• ‘people from a variety of positions 
(elected and agency officials, interest 
group leaders, researchers)

• who share a particular belief system’ 
and ‘who show a non-trivial degree of 
coordinated activity over time’.
• People engage in politics to translate 

their beliefs into action. 

• ‘Core’ beliefs are fundamental beliefs 
and unlikely to change (like a ‘religious 
conversion’) but too broad to guide 
detailed policy (such as one’s views on 
human nature).
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The “definition debate”

The “legal framing” 
problem

The “bureaucracy issue” 



Actor Coalitions in the struggle about RRI
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A
C

 1
“P

ro
 R

R
I“

AC 2
“De facto 

rri“

AC 3
“Critics of RRI“



Sketch of advocacy coalitions in RRI 
AC 1 “Pro RRI” AC 2 “De facto RRI” AC 3 “RRI critics and actors 

unaware of RRI”

Pragmatists Developers of ideas

Actors RFOs and national 
and European 
bureaucracies that 
sympathise with RRI

RPOs working on 
and using the 
concept of RRI, 
national and 
European 
bureaucracies, CSO

RPOs, RFOs, business, 
CSO which work with 
overlapping/competing 
concepts: sustainability, 
SDG, CSR, research ethics, 
gender, citizen & open 
science, integrity, SSH, 
transdisciplinarity, (P)TA …

RPOs, RFOs, policy makers, 
CSO who are critical of, or 
don’t know the concept of RRI

Core value “We need RRI to make R&I better”
Non-linear innovation model: network, two-
way-communication, citizen involvement, -
participation, - engagement, openness, 
transparency, reflexivity

“rri is already done, no 
additional policy needed”
Depending on the goal of 
specific line of “de-facto 
RRI” in innovation

“Excellent science and 
technology push with 
research ethics”
Linear innovation model: 
curiosity-driven research,  
bottom up, autonomy

Strategy Stressing political 
viability and 
pragmatism, clear, 
understandable
definition, measure-
ability of in/ output, 
impact (benefits)

Stressing analytical 
rigor, i.e. keeping 
definition open and 
flexibly, sceptic 
towards 
measurability

Sympathy for, but 
distance from RRI, trying 
to keep the own concept 
intact and running

Business as usual, stressing 
excellence and autonomy of 
science; “we are already doing 
RRI”, RRI is unclear and 
potentially damaging to R&I, 
economy and society

Resources Weak Weak Medium Strong
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4 elements of stability of ERC

Financial 
stability

Institutional 
stability

Legal 
stability

Semantic 
stability
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Advocacy Coalition: strong, diverse, elite

• Outcome of successful “political campaign” (Luukonen 2014) or well-
orchestrated political endeavor (König 2017)

• Advocacy Coalition:
• scientific and scholarly communities,
• European industries,
• Politicians from member state at Council level,
• European Parliament
• European Commission (ibid.)
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Semantic stability: Strong and unified policy message 
constantly repeated 
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Core message I:
“… without continuous 
investment into basic 
research, there will be 
no radical innovation in 
the future, innovation 
that has the potential 
of changing the 
technological paradigm 
of how the economy 
functions”

Strategy I: “This message has
to be conveyed loudly and
clearly (…) we need to
influence the debate”

Strategy II: “Speak with one 
voice, speak at the right 
time, speak at the right place 
and above all, repeat, repeat, 
repeat the message and you 
will be heard (…) Your have 
to keep on it”

Core message II: “excellence 
is the only criterion that 
matters and we are not going 
in any other directions”

Helga Nowotny, former ERC President (2010)



Institutional stability
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• Funded within Framework Programme BUT

• Self-governance and autonomy
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• “for scientists, by scientists”

• Scientific Council, President, 
Vice-President are scientists

• European Research Council 
Executive Agency (ERCEA) own 
body responsible for 
management of applications 
and grants of ERC



Answer
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RRI advocates could not build an advocacy coalition with 

(a) unified message, 

(b) strong institutional embeddedness within the EC, and 

(c) supporters within and in the orbit of R&I ecosystems.



Conclusion

To overcome (a) – (c)

(i) RRI advocates should develop a strong and unified policy message
(instead of focusing on a ‘definition’),

(ii) find key policy brokers in and outside the EC and effectively connect
RRI to current changes in socioeconomic conditions (sustainability,
responsibility, mistrust in science etc.)

(iii) RRI can transform into an integral element of European R&I funding
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