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From collaborative to institutional reflexivity: 
calibrating responsibility in the funding process 

Abstract
Science-policy organisations are expected to be reflexive of their political influence on research and 
society. In this long-standing discourse on institutional reflexivity, formal organisations have largely 
been considered as a whole, and from a structural, or systemic perspective, whereas much less is known 
about everyday organisational practices; how individual organisational members reflect on and act upon 
their own as well as their organisation’s limits of knowledge and pre-commitments, if at all. We address 
this gap through an analysis of qualitative interviews with one national funding institution’s staff 
overseeing funding for research into information and communication technologies (ICT). We develop a 
bridging concept between individual and institutional reflexivity, which we call ‘collaborative 
reflexivity’. Through collaborative reflexive processes, individual employees contribute to the entire 
organisation’s institutional reflexivity. Our findings help to better understand ‘responsible’ behaviour in 
funding processes, as part of the growing international movement of Responsible Research and 
Innovation (RRI). 
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1. Introduction 
This paper is concerned with tensions at the interfaces between science and policy; science and society; 
and policy and society. More specifically, we focus on how formal organisations deal with such 
tensions, that is, their institutional reflexivity. The concept of institutional reflexivity is relatively 
flexible and has encompassed both broad concepts of institution, per Wynne (1993), who used it to refer 
to the entirety of science, as loose and unbounded as that might be, and narrow ones that apply the term 
to specific organisations such as universities and funders (e.g. Valdivia & Guston 2015; Macnaghten & 
Chilvers 2014), which have more defined boundaries. 

Funding institutions in this narrow sense face opportunities and challenges in trying to take 
appropriate decisions around the allocation of money and other resources. While the concept of 
institutional reflexivity has a rich historical path and has been applied to many different types of 
organisations and contexts, there has been very little research concerned with reconstructing and 
analysing institutional reflexivity from a practice-oriented perspective.  

There is insufficient understanding of whether and if so, how employees within funding 
institutions think about and act upon their own and their entire organisation’s political influence on 
research, which often appears hidden in established knowledge and analytical pre-commitments. 

It has been shown that reflexivity, including the institutional reflexivity of formal organisations, 
comes in different forms and guises (e.g. Babcock 1980; Lynch 2000; cf. Raffel & Sandywell 2016; 
Stilgoe et al. 2013). We build on this existing scholarship by defining and providing examples for 
collaborative reflexivity as an interactional achievement; a constantly reinforced and reinforcing 
mechanism that embeds itself into a culture of employees within an organisation, but also as its explicit 
policy aims and strategic goals. Thus, we are putting forward a practice-oriented concept of reflexivity 
that is inspired by ethnomethodology (Lynch 2000; Psathas 1980; Hughes et al. 2005), a micro-
analytical approach to knowledge and social order that takes institutions not as given, but constantly (re-
)created through seemingly trivial everyday activities. We consider concrete physical and cognitive 
activities such as, travelling around, chatting to people on the phone and developing doubts, and how 
such practices, in conjunction, contribute to an organisation’s overall reflexivity.    

We have developed this bottom-up approach to an organisation’s reflexivity through a detailed 
analysis of qualitative interviews with staff employed with a national funding institution. In focusing on 
the ways in which interviewees reported on their daily work, we came to reconsider the relationship 
between an individual’s reflexivity, on the one hand, and an entire organisation’s reflexivity on the 
other. The two types of reflexivity are not strictly separated but rather, two poles of a spectrum 
encompassing all sorts of collaborative activities (thinking and doing) that involve both the individual 
and the organisation. In other words, there is an empirical space ‘in-between’, the space of collaborative 
activities, that existing literature has not as yet analysed. More specifically, we have not found any 
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approach to institutional or organisational reflexivity considering this phenomenon from an 
ethnomethodological perspective.1

The development of the concept of collaborative reflexivity is the outcome of a longer research 
process we started in 2011. We detail this process, and our methodological approach more generally, in 
the following section 2. We then discuss the literature that is relevant for our empirical study, focusing 
on the discourse around institutional reflexivity (section 3). Subsequently, in section 4 we provide the 
empirical analysis that informs our conceptual contribution. This is explained in the final section, where 
we also discuss limitations of our study, and draw out our main lessons on reflexivity at the science-
policy interface. Our analysis contributes to better understanding and shaping ‘responsible’ behaviour in 
funding processes, a major theme in the growing field of ‘Responsible Research and Innovation’, or 
‘RRI’ (e.g. Owen, Macnaghten, & Stilgoe 2012; Von Schomberg 2011).  

2. Methodological approach 
Our conceptual contribution to understanding reflexivity at the science-policy interface has evolved 
from empirical research that we started in 2011. At the time, we became interested in understanding 
better researchers’ and other stakeholders’ attitudes and behaviour through the lens of Responsible 
Research and Innovation (RRI). In 2011, RRI was a small, nascent initiative, while today it is a broad 
international movement concerned with ensuring that science, technology development and science 
policy are conducted in a ‘responsible’ way (Owen et al. 2012). The proliferating RRI discourse covers 
many topics and guiding principles, including the principle of reflexivity, but also many other concepts 
such as anticipation or public engagement (Stilgoe et al. 2013; Burget, Bardone, & Pedaste 2017). These 
and other RRI concepts are not well differentiated from one another, rather they overlap in various ways. 
For instance, principles and practices of public engagement are often considered hand in hand with 
reflexivity (e.g., Bellamy 2016; Blue & Dale 2016). 

While the exact nature of the relationship between reflexivity and RRI may not always be clear, 
it is worth pointing out that reflexivity is generally accepted to be a constituent aspect of RRI. In their 
seminal paper on RRI, Stilgoe et al (2013: 1568) refer to ‘four integrated dimensions of responsible 
innovation: anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion and responsiveness.’ This understanding of the crucial 
role that reflexivity plays is also visible in the Anticipate-Reflect-Engage-Act (AREA) framework 
(Owen, 2014), the conceptualisation of RRI that was adopted by the UK Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council (now part of UK Research and Innovation). Another frequently cited seminal 

1 There is qualitative research into organisational learning at the science-policy interface, including funding 
agencies (Pallett/Chilvers 2013; 2015) which is important to contextualise our study. Pallett and Chilvers (2013: 
1163) coin the term ‘transformative learning’ and define this as ‘a change in a person’s frame of reference, leading 
to a greater awareness of the influences on one’s actions’. While such cognitive ‘transformations’ in a given 
individual are part of our concept of reflexivity, we emphasise the interactional dimension of reflexivity. 
Reflexivity, or ‘transformative learning’, is strongly tied to a myriad of mundane everyday encounters and 
exchanges between two or more individuals. A more detailed discussion of this interactionist approach is provided 
in section 5.1.       



Grimpe B., Stahl B., Ten Holter C., Inglesant P., Eden G., Patel M. & Jirotka M. (2020): From collaborative to 
institutional reflexivity. Calibrating responsibility in the funding process. In: Science and Public Policy, 
forthcoming. AUTHORS’ VERSION as accepted after peer review; 03-05-2020 

Page | 4 

source of the RRI discourse (von Schomberg 2013) sees ethical reflexivity in research practices as part 
of the implementation of RRI. The Nuffield Council on Bioethics (Nuffield Council on Bioethics 2013: 
118) describes ‘continuous reflexive evaluation’ of neurotechnologies as a feature of RRI. Salles et al 
(2018: 201) make a similar point when they state that RRI requires ‘the nurturing of a certain type of 
reflexivity among a variety of stakeholders, from scientists to funders.’ Even authors who are critical of 
the concept and implementation of RRI such as Maasen (Maasen 2018) see reflexivity as constitutive of 
RRI.  

While it is thus unproblematic to describe reflexivity as a core to RRI, it is not necessarily clear 
what this means in practice. This is where our own empirical research steps in.  

In 2011, literature on RRI was still largely theoretical and conceptual, and empirical research 
was scarce. Given our own backgrounds in computer science and social science research into 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), we designed a broad inquiry into one country’s 
research and funding processes concerned with ICT and related technologies. From 2011 to 2013 we 
conducted semi-structured interviews with 11 members of staff of the funding organisation who were 
responsible, at different levels of seniority, for managing the allocation and oversight of funding in a 
range of ICT research areas, , for example computer vision, robotics, and artificial intelligence. 
Interviewees were selected based upon their direct involvement in the ICT research funding process 
serving the academic community.  

The goal of the interviews was to find out how social and ethical challenges are identified, 
discussed and resolved within research projects that the funders were responsible for. From this we 
constructed a picture of how the interviewees engage in critical reflection regarding the potential 
impacts of ICT. Specifically, we wanted to understand the processes and procedures that motivate 
discussions of ethical and social challenges amongst themselves and with the research community.  

Later, in late 2015 to early 2016, we had the opportunity to interview again one of the earlier 
interviewees and two further funding administrators in the same funding organisation. By this date, RRI 
was more widely embedded in the funding organisation. 

All interviews ran between 60 to 90 minutes, were audio recorded, and either fully or selectively 
transcribed. The transcripts were then subject to thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard 2003). The focus 
was on the identification of recurring themes associated with concepts and activities that appear in 
interview transcripts in the form of opinions, reflections, conceptualisations and experiences that convey 
the ways in which staff identify, debate and resolve social and ethical challenges related to research 
funding practice. For the rest of the paper we shall refer to these interviewees simply as managers, staff, 
or employees of a specific national funding institution. 

Considering all interviews together, we found that we could ‘talk back’ to the long-standing 
discourse on institutional reflexivity (Wynne, 1993), which most recently saw a revival in a number of 
contributions to RRI (Owen & Pansera 2019; Radatz et al. 2019; Stilgoe 2018). Our original 
interviewing schedules in 2011, as well as those in 2015, included a variety of questions such as, what a 
manager would understand by ‘responsible’ behaviour; what his or her attitude was vis-à-vis public 
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engagement; and how interviewees dealt with the potential social impacts of ICT, if at all. Through 
analysing the broader lines of reasoning and narratives that interviewees constructed around the answers 
to those questions we came to identify a multi-faceted pattern that does not have a name yet in existing 
literature, thus we refer to it as ‘collaborative reflexivity’. 

This new concept is meant to capture reflexivity as embedded in the day-to-day activities of 
managing funding processes. It is a form of reflexivity that consists of ordinary organising practices 
such as: discussing aspects of work with researchers over the phone or in person; and combining this 
with policy documents which filtrate into discussions with their team colleagues who draft and revise 
plans for future funding. Our key argument is that through many such seemingly trivial work tasks 
individuals collaboratively create reflexivity and move towards institutional reflexivity. 

While the history of institutional reflexivity is varied and rich, dating back to Wynne (1993), if 
not earlier, we focus on the term as part of RRI, as explained previously. . To be more precise, we focus 
on  conceptualisations of institutional reflexivity identified from a review of a sample of existing RRI 
literature, or 91 publications, discovered by searches using Google Scholar and ‘snowball’ sampling. 
We chose Google Scholar as a database because it is broad in scope – it identifies different types of 
publications – including peer-reviewed journal articles as well as ‘grey’ literature such as books, 
working papers and conference proceedings. Two phrases were searched: ‘responsible research and 
innovation’ and ‘institutional reflexivity’. We conducted a second search with a combination of 
‘responsible innovation’ and ‘institutional reflexivity’. Excluding duplicates and hits in languages other 
than English, this dual search yielded 76 results. We submitted all these publications to a first round of 
broad thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard 2003) by reading a given publication’s abstract (if existing), 
introduction and conclusions, thus excluding all publications that mention ‘institutional reflexivity’ only 
in passing. The remaining 37 publications which made a point or a longer statement with or about 
institutional reflexivity, were then submitted to a more detailed reading. Next, snowballing (following 
up citations, references and specific arguments) was used selectively to deepen the analysis of a 
particular point, or where authors had relied upon a prior paper. This led to including 15 additional 
papers in the review.  

Against this background, the following section provides a discussion of those 28 publications2

that concern our empirical field, that is, funding institutions and processes, and touch on a specific 
aspect of our empirical analysis, notably how staff relate to public engagement. Engaging with the 
public(s) is a recurrent theme in the literature on institutional reflexivity.   

3. Institutional and individual reflexivity 

2 The appendix provides a list of all 91 publications systematically searched and reviewed for this paper, 
highlighting those 28 publications we quote in section 3. Apart form section 3 we also included some more 
publications from the sample in other sections, for instance, Radatz et al. (2019) in discussing our methodological 
approach (section 2).  



Grimpe B., Stahl B., Ten Holter C., Inglesant P., Eden G., Patel M. & Jirotka M. (2020): From collaborative to 
institutional reflexivity. Calibrating responsibility in the funding process. In: Science and Public Policy, 
forthcoming. AUTHORS’ VERSION as accepted after peer review; 03-05-2020 

Page | 6 

In this section we review the concept of reflexivity, demonstrating that the current discourse on 
institutional reflexivity implies a distinction between individual and systemic, or structural reflexivity, 
but leaves a gap of intersubjective and interaction-based reflexivity. In other words, our main finding is 
that an actor- and practice-oriented perspective has largely been missing to date, with some exceptions 
(e.g., Bellamy et al. 2013; Demers-Payette, Lehoux, & Daudelin 2016). There is hardly any account of 
institutional reflexivity being (re)produced and changed through detailed organisational practices (e.g., 
Orlikowski & Yates 2002; Hughes et al. 2005). Recently, Pallett & Chilvers (2015) have discussed a 
practice approach to organisations operating at the science-policy interface, but they do not provide any 
empirical analysis. This is different in their earlier publication (Pallett & Chilvers 2013), which however 
lacks the interactionist approach we put forward, and explain further in section 5.     

Another important finding from the literature review relates to how authors connect three 
themes to one another, namely institutional reflexivity, political influence (or power) and public 
engagement. Various publications in our sample interpret institutional reflexivity as a specific political 
activity, in the sense that reflexive actors would challenge established systems or structures of power. In 
other words, authors conceptualise reflexivity as pushing for disruption and conflict. And this disruptive 
power is often attributed to public engagement processes, where members of the public interfere with 
ruling knowledge and decision-making processes, including knowledge and decision-making in funding 
processes. Focusing on such arguments around political power and public engagement, we shall now 
take a closer look at how institutional reflexivity has been conceived to date. 

In discussing institutional reflexivity, many RRI scholars (e.g. Correljé et al. 2013; Stilgoe, 
Lock, & Wilsdon 2014; Van Oudheusden 2014b) use the seminal paper from Wynne (1993) as their 
starting point. Wynne argued that science, as constituted by the entirety of the research establishment, 
lacked ‘institutional reflexivity’.3 He described institutional reflexivity as comprising: 

‘the process of identifying, and critically examining (and thus rendering open to change), the 
basic, preanalytic assumptions that frame knowledge-commitments. […] [I]t is to ask how public 
institutions like science act (or do not act) as systems for reflexive learning in the sense of understanding 
their own precommitments, so that these can be negotiated, rather than blindly imposed on society at 
large or different publics within it’ (Wynne 1993: 324). 

The scientific establishment was called to account for its failures to engage publics in science 
and its lack of self-examination and self-knowledge. Wynne was highly critical of the ‘public deficit’ 
model of non-specialist scientific understanding, drawing attention to the extremely nuanced, context-
specific and efficient models of public understanding of science that his research showed. 

Over a period of time many authors adopted and adapted the notion of institutional reflexivity 
and applied it to different types of organisations and empirical contexts. In many cases Wynne’s original 

3 More specifically, Wynne maintains that the mentioned organisations would struggle with the ‘entrenched 
institutional culture of scientism’. For Wynne (1993: 324-325) scientism is the belief that science as such is the 
most sophisticated, highest form of reflexivity and hence, by definition, exempted from any questioning by 
outsiders of science. Importantly, not only scientists but also other actors would share this belief, thus collectively 
producing and reproducing the mentioned ‘culture’ of non-reflexivity, meaning absence of institutional reflexivity.
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criticism was adopted too (e.g., Macnaghten & Chilvers 2014). Other authors differed and found that 
depending on the context and organisation considered, institutional reflexivity did exist in specific forms 
or to a certain degree (e,g., Braun & Kropp 2010). Wynne himself changed his view over time, stating 
around 20 years later that a range of organisations, namely ‘research councils in the UK and 
internationally’, would have become more responsive to public concerns, but still face an ‘uphill 
struggle’ against a much wider ‘culture’ of non-reflexivity (Wynne 2014). Owen (2014) supports this, 
discussing how responsible innovation is attempting to answer some of these concerns. Stilgoe (2018) 
explores institutional reflexivity in an even broader context, describing processes of social learning as a 
form of governance in which institutions and systems improve over time, while Pansera & Owen’s 
(2018) large-scale study of responsible innovation practice in the UK describes a slowly shifting pattern 
of greater engagement, though not necessarily in the form Wynne may have envisaged.  

Although Wynne was discussing the entire scientific establishment, the term ‘institutions’ will 
be used here to mean structured organisations (e.g., Guagnin et al. 2012) that operate as discrete bodies 
within the scientific establishment, such as public research funders. Considering whether these bodies 
operate in a ‘reflexive’ manner incorporates, inevitably in the opinion of scholars such as van 
Oudheusden (2014a) and Pellé (2016), a political dimension. As the institutions in question are often 
public bodies, there is additional context to be considered in the interface between science and policy. 
Funders must make choices, and so questions around matters such as the way in which public money is 
spent, and assessments of research quality, have political dimensions. Political considerations pervade 
decisions about what research is taken forward (Wynne 2014: 65) and how that research is carried out. 

Conversely, research also feeds (back) into policy decisions. Scientific understandings are 
frequently used as a basis or justification for policy, and this has clear repercussions for policy making, a 
point discussed by Pereira & Saltelli (2017) in their analysis of the EC’s Joint Research Centre. They 
recommend that the JRC and bodies like it adopt both an engrained culture and a specific set of policy 
objectives in order to provide qualitatively better groundwork for policy. In particular, the involvement 
of publics and non-specialists is recommended as a means of operationalising this reflexivity. 

This engagement with publics and the political dimension is also more robustly addressed by 
van Oudheusden (2014a) who argues that democratic technology assessment frameworks, which aim to 
provide more inclusive and grassroots-informed science, carry with them implicit political dimensions. 
These dimensions include issues as various as ‘How do actors “co-create” outcomes? How do they 
deliberate? On whose terms is participation … established, and why?’ (van Oudheusden, 2014a: 73). 
Van Oudheusden (2014a) argues that unless these questions are recognised and understood, then the 
legitimacy of a – supposedly – democratic process that involves stakeholders cannot be taken for 
granted. Stilgoe et al. (2014) point to the problems inherent in this particular manifestation of 
reflexivity, suggesting that public engagement can be seen as simply a ‘rubber stamp’ for an approach 
already decided upon. Blue & Dale (2016) also draw attention to the power-dynamics in the way 
deliberative exercises are framed. 
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Institutional reflexivity has also repeatedly been discussed as institutional responsiveness 
(Fisher & Maricle 2015; Forsberg et al. 2015; Pellizzoni 2004); again, some understand institutional 
responsiveness being directly connected to political power, and how to shape it through public 
engagement processes. Forsberg et al. (2015) review at length ways in which institutions either do or 
should incorporate responsibility frameworks within their operations. One of their key insights is the 
power of institutions to provide an assessment framework. They make a distinction between an 
assessment of responsibility (encompassing the mechanisms whereby institutions gauge how well 
responsibility actions have been carried out) and assessing with responsibility (utilising responsibility 
frameworks in their own embodied values and operations). Forsberg et al. (2015) also draw from the 
corpus of work on organisations, drawing attention to Scott (1987) on organisations as ‘open’ systems 
that respond to ‘shifting environmental expectations’ (Forsberg et al. 2015: 25), including the 
expectations of non-expert members of the public. 

The difficulty of carrying out collaborative engagement with non-expert members of the public 
is highlighted in a number of publications. For example, Davies & Selin (2012) discuss ‘responsibility’ 
in terms of anticipatory governance and describe the problems they encountered when carrying out 
upstream engagement exercises. Pidgeon et al. (2017) offer four challenges in the methodologies of 
working with publics, including framing issues, the question of who is involved (reflecting again the 
political nature of collaborative stakeholder work), the values that are brought to bear, and the amount of 
time these exercises need. Obar (2015) argues that it cannot be assumed that private citizens are able to 
maintain even a passing familiarity with the number of relevant scientific debates and developments that 
are in progress at any one time. 

For some, such reservations over public engagement processes are history repeating itself. 
Wynne deplored the concept of the ‘public deficit’ model in 1993, and took aim again at this model 
thirteen years later by reiterating his demand that the scientific establishment examine its 
preconceptions, and question whether, in fact, it was scientific understanding of publics that was the 
issue, rather than public understanding of science (Wynne 2006). Stilgoe et al. (2014) also point out the 
persistence of the attitude that it is the public that is the problem – the ‘deficit model’ refuses to go 
away. Recent analysis on these relationships in a Spanish context from Llorente et al. (2019) finds that 
there remain significant misunderstandings as to the nature of public comprehension of science topics. 

To conclude, we find that the current discourse on institutional reflexivity tends to consider 
science-policy organisations as deficient, namely that they lack, or are insufficiently realising, proper 
public engagement. Moreover, the discourse is mostly preoccupied with organisations as a whole, thus 
missing out on detailed organisational activities that one by one, and in combination, contribute to 
overall institutional reflexivity. We believe that these existing tendencies in theoretical discourse 
represent important conceptual shortcomings. Reflexivity does not only happen on an individual level 
or, largely independent of this, on the institutional level. Moreover, a given organisation such as a 
funder does not necessarily have a reflexive deficit when ‘failing’ to engage with publics. We believe 
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there is another form of reflexivity that links the two poles - individual and institutional reflexivity - as 
we discovered from the empirical research that we now describe. 

4. Collaborative reflexive organising in funding processes 
In this section we describe our empirical findings of how reflexivity is enacted within funding bodies. 
This section builds on the theoretical discussion described in the previous section. We suggest that what 
we observed is neither exclusively individual reflexivity, nor institutional reflexivity ‘in deficit’ of 
public engagement. Instead, the reflexive processes that we describe cover a space in-between the two. 

We begin by linking back the reflexive processes we observed to the discourse on public 
engagement, as reviewed in section 3. We do find that institutional actors are reluctant to participate in 
public engagement activities, and we elaborate on this point in the following section 4.1. However, we 
then proceed to demonstrate that there are other ways in which institutional actors do display 
reflexivity. 

For ease of reading we switch to present tense. It should be kept in mind that the quotes we 
present and interpret here capture interviewees’ views and reported activities from 2011-2013, as well as 
2015-2016 when we conducted three more interviews. All interviewees will be quoted anonymously 
(interviewee 1 to 11 for the earlier interviews, interviewee 12 to 14 for the more recent data). Moreover, 
we apply male-female gender distinctions freely, broadly reflecting the fact that the group of 
interviewees was mixed in that regard. 

4.1 A sceptical attitude towards the public, and public engagement activities 
At times interviewees are wary of taking assertive action often associated with ‘responsible’ conduct, for 
instance, to make space for discussions not only of positive, but also potential negative consequences of 
research. While undesirable consequences could, at least in part, be apprehended through public 
engagement activities (e.g., the Sciencewise public consultation on autonomous vehicles: Ashley et al., 
2019), most interviewees hold a strong opinion against allowing members of the general public to 
participate in decision-making around funding priorities. 

For example, interviewee 2 says that the public should not get too involved, and if anything, a 
‘weighted public opinion’ would be needed, administered through experts. In a similar vein, when asked 
whether it would be worthwhile to conduct public engagement exercises such as those undertaken in 
nanotechnology (e.g., Murphy 2013), interviewee 4 emphasises that it would be ‘so complicated’, 
‘bloody complicated’, to ‘ask people who didn’t know about the research useful sensible questions, it 
really would’. For nanotechnology the questions would be rather ‘defined’, whereas the research area 
under his purview would be ‘so diffuse and horrible that it’s very difficult to explain the overall picture’. 
At a later point in the interview, this manager says that ‘a lot of the duty to consult with the public is 
discharged at the point where they put their cross in the ballot box and elect a [Member of Parliament] 
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who forms a government and has a set of policies’. And government policies would ultimately trickle 
down into funding decisions. 

The interviewees’ lack of interest in radically opening up the funding process to public scrutiny 
is part of a basic understanding of staff acting only as ‘facilitators’ (interviewees 1 and 7), ‘moderators’ 
(interviewee 7) or ‘mediators’ (interviewee 8). Managers would only be required to ‘encourage’ or 
‘nudge’ (interviewee 6) researchers to integrate public engagement measures into their envisaged 
projects. As interviewee 2 put it: ‘it’s about what you [as a researcher] are actually going to do in your 
project’. The interviewees feel they have only a minor or secondary role to play in public engagement 
and none whatsoever in the assessment of potential harm. They justify this attitude by describing the 
complexity of the research areas they manage, and that only experts – scientific experts – can give the 
appropriate consultative advice. 

This view also surfaces in our more recent interviews with managers in the same funding 
institution. Again, staff members rely largely on the expertise of funded researchers to make sure that 
harm to society is avoided: 

‘I think they [researchers] have an obligation to think about the impacts of what they might 
produce. If they produce something that is going to be used by the military, then that may kill someone. 
They have an obligation to think about that. That doesn't mean they have to make, stop, but they need to 
have thought about that’ (interviewee 12). In a similar vein, interviewee 13 discusses a specific example, 
laser technology, and how it can be used in a beneficial but also detrimental way such as, for 
deliberately blinding people. He says that this is an issue that could have very well been raised by 
researchers in early phases of development.  

Such views expressed by the interviewees suggest, at first, that staff employed with the funding 
institution shift responsibility for potential harm from research to researchers themselves. Nevertheless, 
at other times during the interviews, managers do show a sense of what could be called their co-
responsibility, namely, their own responsibility for preparing the ground for other actors’ responsible 
behaviour. This is indicated, for instance, by interviewee 12 saying: ‘I suppose as a funder, […] [it is on 
us to make] sure that other people understand […] the implications of their research, and what they're 
using the money on and what they're producing and what that could be used for. So we have an 
obligation to ensure that they're thinking about it’ (interviewee 12). 

To conclude, other authors have criticised institutional actors for their reluctance to consider any 
possible detrimental impact of research, and to engage with members of the public (Bellamy 2014; 
Valdivia & Guston 2015). However, in our empirical data we found that interviewees’ seeming 
reluctance is actually connected to managers being sceptical of their own knowledge and abilities. They 
find that their own knowledge is too limited, and that only researchers, as experts in their field, could 
reasonably estimate potential harmful consequences of their research, and conduct public engagement 
activities tailored to their specific projects. We shall now exemplify and discuss this ‘knowledge 
problem’ that funding managers have, an issue that effectively is the starting point of their collaborative 
reflexivity. 
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4.2 Acknowledging the limits of one’s knowledge 

Various interviewees show an awareness of their own knowledge being limited, and they appear to use it 
with caution. For example, asking interviewee 8 about research topics that should not be pursued from a 
societal perspective, she emphasizes twice ‘that’s too big! … It’s not what I can answer’, and adds: 

‘You would have to ask the experts who know the area, what should or shouldn’t be funded. 
You have to have the expertise to know, a community decision. […] I don’t know whether this is an 
arrogance or not but my initial response is it (?) would the general public, as a whole, be able to 
appreciate the issues on the table and appreciate the consequences of their decisions. […] It’s not a 
project only decision, we’d be cutting off a line of research that could potentially transform society in a 
good way! […] It’s not easy!’ (interviewee 8). 

The manager shows a sense of responsibility by warning that major changes in funding 
directions through public consultation could ‘cut off’ beneficial research agendas. It is also noteworthy 
that she wonders whether her scepticism towards involving the public is ‘an arrogance’, and she repeats 
this during the interview. Thus, she is aware that her scepticism may not be fully appropriate, and 
through expressing her (self-)doubt she takes a (small) step back from her own opinion. In a similar 
vein, when asked whether the funding institution should encourage more public dialogue, interviewee 2 
says the discussion would need to be ‘informed’, adding: ‘even for us, a lot of the time to actually 
understand the technical challenges, the research and the benefits of it, [we need to be] really quite 
involved’. Public dialogue exercises could be appropriate for higher-level strategy building, but not at 
the level of more specific funding decisions. 

Such reservations from staff might be justified similar to the view put forward by Douglas 
(2003) that scientists’ moral responsibility arises precisely from their specialist knowledge. Non-experts 
would be unable to understand and judge the consequential decisions of scientists in ‘the fine tuning of 
methodologies, the characterization of data, or the interpretation of data’ (Douglas 2003: 64). 

This view resonates with one manager (interviewee 7) saying that her role implies taking a 
broad view as compared to a researcher’s narrower specialist focus. In a way, interviewee 8 implicitly 
follows up on this point by explaining: ‘academics will actually say “oh yes but this particular SQL 
[Structured Query Language] query, blah blah blah”, and they’ll know why it’s a problem and why 
sharing information is an issue as opposed to just having a general unease about it’ (interviewee 8). In a 
similar vein, interviewee 4 elaborates on the desirable openness of many funding calls. These should not 
include specific questions and criteria related to potential ethical issues and social consequences. They 
would rather be designed in order to elicit the broadest possible variety of research proposals. Such a 
broad call would be necessary since ‘you don’t know everything that might be going on in future, so we 
have to allow people to suggest stuff’. 

The fact that staff members have only a limited knowledge of the research areas they manage 
appears to be coupled to a specific organisational policy. We found that research areas are frequently 
allocated to managers ‘against the grain’, namely, non-aligned with their own research background. For 
example, a given manager may have a research background and even a PhD in some natural science 
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area, but not in computer science or in another ICT-related field. Nevertheless, it is precisely these 
unfamiliar research areas that the managers in the funding institution are charged to oversee. 

This deliberate mismatch between a given manager’s background and his or her managed 
research area is an important base condition for collaborative reflexivity. It appears that collaborative 
reflexivity is enabled, but also, in a way, hindered by the existing policy. Managers cannot simply lean 
back on their existing knowledge and preanalytic assumptions about a given research area, but instead, 
they need to make a substantial effort and familiarise themselves with the new field. For instance, 
interviewee 6 says that she ‘obviously’ knows more ‘about certain areas’ in the field she had studied 
herself, and this could mislead her to ‘naturally favour’ certain lines of enquiry ‘over something you 
don’t understand’. Having to manage different, unfamiliar research areas would, over time, help each 
manager’s ‘development’, given that ‘each research community is slightly different’. However, the 
interviewee also says that it is very important to ‘have some knowledge of your community’, and adds 
that perhaps, and much to her liking, a change in the existing organisational policy is under way. Indeed, 
as another interview suggests, managers would also benefit from pre-existing familiarity with the 
research they oversee. Interviewee 3 spent many minutes of the interview explaining the laborious work 
of building up a reasonably good understanding of the research areas assigned to him. We will take a 
closer look at this practical knowledge work, which involves a variety of consultation activities, in the 
following section. 

What can be seen from the last quotes and interpretations is a specific dilemma associated with 
reflexivity. We find that this epistemic dilemma has not been sufficiently acknowledged in the existing 
theoretical discourse. On the one hand, influential authors (e,g., Wynne 1993; Stilgoe et al. 2013) have 
argued that reflexivity means to stay open-minded and reconsider one’s existing knowledge and 
background assumptions frequently. On the other hand, we find that a given actor – such as a member of 
staff of a funding institution – also needs a (temporarily) safe knowledge ground, and sufficiently stable 
assumptions, to understand and manage a given research area in the first place. 

4.3 Consulting with colleagues and other stakeholders 

Perhaps as a consequence of acknowledging the limits of their own knowledge, the managers we 
interviewed are active in consulting different stakeholders. For instance, interviewee 8 mentions that 
upper management would expect her and her colleagues ‘to engage with both industry and academics’. 
Referred to as ‘chatting’ to as many people as possible – not only during formal meetings such as 
workshops, but also informally (and more frequently) via telephone and email as well as during visits 
(interviewee 7). As interviewee 2 explains, a manager’s knowledge of a given research area would 
depend ‘a lot’ on ‘travelling around and meeting researchers’, thus ‘trying to build up a picture’.  

The managers explain the complexity of consultation activities from workshops, to more 
intense, experimental sessions. In workshops, the funder selects up to 40 academics to explore the 
different ways that researchers can contribute to the priorities identified by the funder. During these half 
or full day events, with the academic community's help, they identify high-level challenges within each 
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priority. These then form the basis of a funding call. An experimental session on the other hand, is much 
smaller (about 10 academics), and is a much more intense process, usually a five-day event. The events 
are focused on a very specific goal and most often funding is attached to the outcomes of those sessions. 
The funder will bring people together who may not have thought of working together where they are led 
through a series of exercises to identify a research project that they could collaborate on together. At the 
end of the event, participants may have a proposal ready that is then funded (interviewee 6).  

In addition, the managers rely on consultation processes developing within research 
communities. It is up to the academic reviewers of proposals to identify potential ethical issues and, 
based upon the results of the peer review process, the funders will follow the recommendations of the 
academics. The funder relies upon the peer review, after which they defer to the university ethics board 
(interviewee 4). As interviewee 2 notes, ‘we rely on that system to back up the process’. In other words, 
there are a series of checks and balances in operation around notions of professional and research 
responsibility that operates in a devolved rather than in a centralised manner. 

According to our interviews, the project managers consult mostly with the academic research 
community. Another relevant source of knowledge development is frequent exchange of ideas and 
expertise with colleagues (interviewee 3, 6, 8). However, staff do receive input from additional 
stakeholders regarding skills development, commercial innovation and long-term strategic goals with 
industry. There are expert panels made up of 50% academics and 50% industry. At the time of the 
interviews there was no representation from NGOs, learned societies nor representatives of public more 
generally (interviewee 5). This indicates that academic and commercial research perspectives are 
favoured over other societal stakeholders. More diverse consultation activities would probably require 
more resources committed by the funders in terms of time and personnel. 

 4.4 Adjusting subsequent actions in funding processes 

Previously we have exemplified the ways in which staff of the funding organisation engage in 
consultation activities with various stakeholders, including both external stakeholders (e.g. researchers, 
members of industry) and internal stakeholders (colleagues). Many of these activities appear to feed into 
rethinking and redoing funding procedures and decisions, as the following examples indicate. 

One manager provided an overview of the different organisational units and activities involved 
in the institution’s funding processes. She starts off by explaining that the leaders of her organisational 
unit (‘they’) would engage in a range of consultation processes which would inform the institution’s 
broader strategic planning: 

‘They talk to researchers, to business, to industry and to learned societies. They’ll pick up things 
that are happening in [government] […], look at what’s happening internationally, and their job is to ask 
questions and then listen what comes back. They synthesise that into a set of papers that goes to [a 
specific group] […] who are academics and industrialists drawn from the community. [They] then 
propose future plans on the ICT budget and that then goes forward to [a higher decision-making body in 
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the funding institution] […] And before it gets [there], it gets to [another group] […] [who] are 
responsible for synthesising an integrated set of plans.’ (interviewee 5) 

The quote indicates that the managers’ consultation processes with different stakeholders feed 
into a multi-step procedure of the funding institution’s overall strategy building. To provide a related 
example, interviewee 2 explains that he and his colleagues from upper management would regularly 
‘assess’ and make ‘judgements’ about ‘the value’ of those lines of enquiry, funded at a given point in 
time. The managers’ value judgements would be influenced by many factors, including ‘collecting’ 
researchers’ perspectives and ‘trying to assimilate’ these multiple views in ‘the context of a much wider 
landscape’. The interviewee continues, saying that he would always ‘keep an eye on how things are 
developing’ under his purview, and staff would ‘discuss internally whether [ethical] issues are dealt 
with’. He added that ‘if I found that there was a need to raise awareness to do something specific in a 
particular area, I could have a discussion [with upper management] and see if it was a priority or not’. 

The last quote raises the question of whether staff have any significant hand in developing the 
funding institution’s priorities. Note that the interviewee says he would (only) ‘see’ whether something 
is a priority or not. Indeed, from various interviewees (1, 2, 5) we learn that the funding institution’s 
room for manoeuvre is limited by the government, for instance, through the government providing the 
institution’s budget; the government appointing the institution’s highest management level; or certain 
governmental targets. On the one hand, the funding institution has a legal status independent of the 
government and is thus in the position to identify for itself the most promising research. On the other 
hand, the organisation receives its budget and basic directions from government, and thus needs to foster 
suggestions for funding routes that sufficiently meet governmental expectations.  

Given this structural quandary, we find that managers do make an effort to shape future funding 
routes in response to what they learn from different stakeholders. For instance, when asked how 
decisions about future lines of research to be funded are being taken, interviewee 6 first explains that 
most funding calls are only loosely pre-configured through governmental expectations, whereas a few 
calls are indeed designated and designed to respond more directly to specific governmental 
requirements. However, even the more specific calls get shaped through managers’ consultation 
processes with researchers: 

‘We are going to be working with the [research] community using workshops to develop what 
the scope of that call should be. And the purpose of that is to really kick start those [governmental] 
priorities. […] We do all types of workshops, the particular ones for [call 1] and [call 2] are to explore 
the different ways that researchers can contribute to those priorities. So, for [call 1], what we want to do 
is get a range of researchers from across the ICT landscape together and work out what some of the 
high-level challenges are underneath that priority. […] For [call 2], which I don’t look after, my 
understanding is that the workshop will look more at what would encourage researchers to work more 
closely together, what we mean by working together, and what’s inhibiting that at the moment, so that 
can help inform what we ask for in the call’ (interviewee 6). 
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In a similar vein, interviewee 4 says that ‘we develop our strategy as it is just by speaking to 
people who seem to know what they are talking about‘, and calls this ‘a sort of grass roots type 
strategy’. While this indicates, again, the importance of consultation processes for the shaping of future 
funding strategies, the interviewee also makes clear that in his view, there is only little room for 
manoeuvre for the parties involved due to the power of the government: ‘he who plays the piper calls 
the tune’ (interviewee 4). He adds that ‘if the government is giving the money out, then it’s what they 
say they want the money to achieve is right’. 

To conclude, the interview data suggests that despite the government, or ‘piper’, largely ‘calling 
the tune’ of what ends up being funded, managers do shape governmental priorities through 
collaborations (e.g. workshops) with researchers. As already pointed out in the previous section, 
researchers do stand out as the stakeholders that are most relevant to the managers. These appear to 
engage less often, or in a less intense way, with other external stakeholders (e.g. representatives of 
industry, NGOs, learned societies). Thus, it appears that reflexivity as realised by the employees of the 
funding institution has a bias towards a specific stakeholder group, academic researchers. However, we 
find that this is an understandable tendency given the complexity and temporal dynamics of the various 
research fields and associated funding processes that any one manager needs to oversee.   

5. Discussion and conclusions 

The empirical work described in the previous section demonstrates that the literature on reflexivity as 
discussed in section 3 does not do justice to organisational reality. Based on our observations we 
therefore introduce the concept of collaborative reflexivity, which we believe is an important concept 
that helps plug the gap between individual and institutional reflexivity, and thereby make sense of 
organisational reality. 

5.1 Collaborative reflexivity covering the space ‘in-between’ 

Our interviews with funding staff show that these actors are not keen on engaging with the public, and 
this could be understood, at first sight, as the rulers’ refusal to give away power, and lack of institutional 
reflexivity. Our research, thus, appears to confirm part of the existing theoretical discourse (see section 
3). However, our empirical analysis also shows that the managers of funding processes are keen on 
encouraging researchers to engage with publics wherever possible. In other words, institutional 
reflexivity is not simply lacking but enacted, in a way, indirectly. As for fundamental disruption, a 
feature often associated with institutional reflexivity (see section 3), we do find staff changing their 
views and shaping calls in response to new information from different stakeholders, but these revisions 
tend to be incremental, undramatic changes, rather than a major form of fundamental disruption. We 
find reconsiderations and redirections, but not revolution, or any such spirit. Again, this does not mean 
that institutional reflexivity is lacking, and we explain now in which sense it does exist. 
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In a way, our own empirical findings do not make the public deficit model go away as discussed 
by various authors. Our interviewees were also wary of public engagement. However, we find that they 
nevertheless do display reflexivity, namely ‘collaborative reflexivity’. The notion of collaborative 
reflexivity provides a conceptual bridge between individual reflexivity and institutional reflexivity. 

An important starting point for our conceptualisation of this ‘in-between’ position is Lynch’s 
systematic analysis of different notions of reflexivity (Lynch 2000). Lynch maintains that every social 
action is, by definition, reflexive; hence his argument that reflexivity is not an ‘academic virtue’ but 
ubiquitous (cf. Babcock 1980). Given this ubiquity, the analyst’s attention should shift to analysing 
different kinds of reflexivity, the meanings of which would vary in relation to a given community of 
practice and would be tied to a specific context of usage. 

Lynch’s relational perspective to reflexivity, and ethnomethodology’s more general emphasis on 
social order being ‘accomplished’ in social interactions (e.g. Psathas 1980), form the bedrock of our 
own practice-oriented approach to reflexivity. At first sight, we may seem to be introducing a 
paradoxical perspective since many authors, as we demonstrated previously, consider institutional 
reflexivity a systemic, or structural property, which applies to an entire field such as, ‘science’ (Wynne 
1993), or entire organisations (e.g. Guagnin et al. 2012; Stilgoe et al. 2013). However, considering 
various scholars’ findings that organisations are continuously enacted, or ‘structured’ by individuals 
(Orlikowski & Yates 2002: 685; cf. Weick et al. 2005), we maintain that institutional reflexivity is not 
only a property or quality of entire systems, but also of individuals, or more precisely, of their 
interacting with other individuals, and their sense-making throughout such interactions. We found that 
the staff of the funding institution we interviewed engage with their colleagues as well as external 
stakeholders (researchers, representatives of industry or learning societies) in sense-making activities 
which represent a specific form of reflexivity that sits midway between an individual’s agency and 
organisational, or systemic structures. 

Our concept of collaborative reflexivity, and how it mediates between individual and 
institutional reflexivity, can be elucidated by drawing on ethnographic research conducted by Hughes et 
al. (2005), who observed portfolio managers’ everyday work in a multi-national bank. What interests us 
here, is how the authors conceive of meaning; rule-following; and the distinction between formal and 
informal organisation. First, the meaning of something – for instance, the meaning of ‘science for 
society’ – is not a given but rather is ‘an intersubjective achievement’. In other words, meaning is 
generated through individuals’ orienting towards, and interacting with each other. Second, rules are 
often not external to the action they govern, but ‘intimately involved’ in action itself (Hughes et al 2005: 
101). The two sides can be distinguished analytically, and often, individuals experience rules 
(institutions) as external forces. However, in practice, rules (institutions) are also continuously created, 
recreated or changed, and this happens through individuals relating to one another in joint sense-making 
activities. Third, Hughes et al. (2005: 101) maintain that the distinction between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ 
organisation is not useful for understanding organised action, since the real-time flow of everyday work 
would often consist of a multifaceted mix of activities which would be hard to categorise as either one 
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or the other. If anything, organisational members themselves should be consulted to see how they apply 
the two terms (if at all). 

Returning to the case at hand, we are interested in interactive sense-making practices that are on 
display within funding processes. Here we find a form of reflexivity that consists of ordinary organising 
practices such as, telephone conversations with colleagues and other stakeholders; meeting up with 
researchers; reading up on latest governmental policies in policy documents; and from all these different 
sources, drafting and revising plans for future funding. We argue that through many of such seemingly 
trivial work tasks, individuals collaboratively create reflexivity. Since particular individuals, namely 
researchers, are encouraged to engage with publics, the overall reflexivity thus produced is not 
necessarily ‘deficient’. Figuratively speaking, funding staff move from the left end of the spectrum 
(individual reflexivity) to the right end (institutional reflexivity).

Thus, the concept of collaborative reflexivity does not contradict but rather feeds into 
institutional reflexivity as understood by Wynne (1993) and others (e.g., Forsberg et al. 2015; Stilgoe et 
al. 2013). However, these authors have not paid attention to the level of individual attitudes and 
interactions. We found that an individual employee accomplishes collaborative reflexivity through 
interactions with their colleagues and other stakeholders, a process consisting of three basic steps, 
analytically: 

(1) acknowledging that one reaches the limits of one’s existing knowledge (explicit and implicit); 
(2) responding to such irritations through consulting with colleagues and other stakeholders; 
(3) making efforts to change existing approaches accordingly: adjusting one’s own and the 

organisation’s subsequent actions, e.g. shape future funding schemes, and make funding 
decisions. 

Note that this definition of collaborative reflexivity does take into account Wynne’s (1993: 324) original 
definition of institutional reflexivity as a ‘process of identifying, and critically examining (and thus 
rendering open to change), the basic, preanalytic assumptions that frame knowledge-commitments’. 
However, we relocate such reflexive processes at the microanalytical level of inter-subjective 
interactions.   

5.2 Limitations and contribution 

Our work relies on the empirical findings from a relatively small number of interviews which were 
conducted in one funding organisation. We can therefore not claim to have insights into processes of 
reflexivity across organisations, in different locations or in different contexts. We furthermore focused 
on processes related to RRI, which means that there are likely to be other structures of reflexivity that 
we did not observe. We have been selective, we did not enter neighbouring theoretical discourses such 
as on reflexive governance (e.g., Voß et al. 2006). For instance, our empirical findings fall partly under 
‘governance on the outside’, and partly under ‘governance on the inside’, as distinguished by Smith and 
Stirling (2007: 352). In addition, our concept of collaborative reflexivity does include what Stirling 
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(2006) has singled out (and criticised) as reflection only. It would therefore be a useful extension of our 
work to consider a broader range of publications on reflexivity and governance; to broaden the set of 
respondents; to investigate other types of organisations; and to extend interview schedules beyond 
questions of ‘responsible’ behaviour. 

A further limitation lies in our chosen method, qualitative interviews. These are not ideal for the 
practice perspective on organisations that we wish to strengthen. Ethnographic fieldwork would be a 
more appropriate methodological choice, but given the potentially delicate empirical setting and task - 
social scientists’ entering science policy spaces where there is a preference to act with discretion - truly 
ethnographic research may be hard to realise.  

Having said this, we believe that the conceptual contribution of our work is significant. We have 
demonstrated that there is an important practice-based space between individual and institutional 
reflexivity that existing literature has overlooked. Many of the phenomena that can be observed in 
‘responsible’ funding practice can be described with recourse to collaborative reflexivity. Organisational 
policies and overall institutional discourses drive the agenda. However, the implementation of these 
policies often does not take place uniformly and consistently. Processes of reflexivity inform how staff 
of funding bodies interpret and implement policies. But these processes of reflexivity are neither 
exclusively individual, which would render them somewhat idiosyncratic, nor comprehensive, but they 
happen through rather agile communication and collaboration. Such crucial activities cannot be imposed 
but only cultivated. 

The recognition that there are organising practices of collaborative reflexivity can also be used 
to explicitly link individual and institutional reflexivity. For funding organisations, for example, this 
means that there are relatively simple and straightforward mechanisms that could be employed to foster 
reflexivity, using well-established means of collaboration such as workshops, focus groups etc, but also 
more unusual ‘mechanisms’ such as, allowing for time and space to acknowledge one’s own and others 
limits of knowledge (epistemic ‘errors’) which can be a starting point for consultation activities with 
other stakeholders, as we demonstrated. An organisation aiming to strengthen its reflexive capabilities 
can thus make use of the insights we present here. 

Therefore, this paper and its introduction of the concept of collaborative reflexivity not only fills 
a gap in the academic literature, and provides empirical evidence to demonstrate the validity of the 
concept. The insights presented here are also of practical relevance for organisations seeking to 
maximise their reflexive capabilities. 
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