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Responsibility? 



‘Responsible Research and Innovation’ 
(RRI) / Responsible Innovation  

 

• Technology assessment 

• ELSA studies (Ethical Legal and Social Aspects) 

• Ethics 

• Public Engagements with Science and Technology 

• Foresight studies 

• Innovation studies 

• … 



Smart metering roll-out in the 
Netherlands 

• Originally begun in the 
early 2000s 
 

• 2008: Changes required 
to the Electricity Act, case 
went to Parliament 
 

• Rejected, smart meters 
only implemented after 
another 4 years of 
legislative/political 
negotiation  

 



• ‘This obviously constitutes an 
unacceptable violation of 
people's personal lives’ (Vrijbit) 
 

• contrary to the European 
Convention on Human Rights 
(ECHR) (lawyers, Tilburg 
University) 
 

• Opposed in Parliament, the 
media, and by data protection 
authorities 
 

• (Result: Dutch citizens can opt 
out of smart metering 
developments) 



Why was this ‘irresponsible innovation’?  
(Hoehnkamp 2011, von Schomberg 2013, van der 

Hoven 2013) 

 
• The regulations and standards were made by technical 

expertise only 
 

• The concerned parties were not consulted beforehand, but 
were simply expected to play along (under threat of fine 
and jail) 
 

• The privacy implications were not properly assessed in 
advance 
 

• They should have implemented ‘privacy by design’ 



Responsible Innovation: a process view of actors 
coming together in addressing societal challenges 

(von Schomberg 2013, Owen et al. 2013) 

 
• Anticipatory: address societal, ethical and legal issues 

in as early stages as possible (cf. Collingridge dilemma) 
 

• Reflexivity: exposing variously implied parties to each 
others’ views and interests  
 

• Deliberative: discuss options and outcomes 
 

• Responsivenness: becoming responsive, making 
respons-ability 
 
 
 



Emerging technologies and their 
impact on the society? 



 
• Regulators 
• Citizens 
• Civil society organisations 
• Media 
• Politicians 
• Lawyers 
• Technology developers 
• Industry 
• … 

 



COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION of 9 March 2012 on 
preparations for the roll-out of smart metering systems 

 

 
Smart grids mark a new development 
on the path towards greater 
consumer empowerment, greater 
integration of renewable energy 
sources into the grid and higher 
energy efficiency and make a 
considerable contribution to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and to job 
creation and technological 
development in the Union 
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‘Responsibility’: 

• is not (in this case) a matter of individual action;  
• is not a simple relation between ‘society’ and ‘technology’ 

 
• is a matter of complex relations and negotiations between 

variously implied actors (Rommetveit et al 2017) 
• is a matter of certain qualities (anticipation, reflexivity, 

responsivenness and deliberation; themselves poorly 
defined) 

• should (ideally) arise from a well considered process that 
tries to take into account societal issues (significantly 
legitimacy and acceptability in the face of users and 
communities) in early stages of development  
 



Problems: 

 
• The competing and frequently incommensurate values 

and interests of the different groups involved in the 
making of infrastructure are frequently under-
communicated. Main developments are predicated on 
simplistic (techno-fix) imaginations (cf. smart grid 
recommendation) 

 
• Competing visions: Who gets to frame the basic visions 

of social and technological development? Whose values 
and interests are at stake? Has this been spelled out? 
All voices heard? What would it take to implement 
them all? 

 
• The Dutch case and the literature on renewables 

technologies (Wolsink 2012): renewables have more 
legitimacy when embedded within a community 
structure, and where the members/users have a saying 
in the matter. How can users and local communities be 
brought into renewables projects? 
 

• Anticipatory governance: How do we know about 
societal concerns and risks before they arise? 
 



Thank you! 
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