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ABSTRACT

There are many and diverse methods available that can help researchers, designers, developers, and 
engineers integrate ethics in their research and innovation projects. In practice, however, they can 
find this challenging. They may believe that such methods are difficult and time-consuming, or that 
ethics hinders innovation and creativity. Borrowing from various methods, the authors created a 
lightweight method that researchers and designers can use to integrate ethics in their projects: rapid 
ethical deliberation. This research collaborated with four projects to assess this method in practice. 
The authors found that this method helped project team members in several ways: to envision the 
innovations they work in very practical terms; to look at these innovation from different normative, 
ethical perspectives; to look at their projects with fresh eyes and engage in creative and strategic 
thinking; and to articulate critical questions and associated actions to move their projects forward.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a need for better ethical deliberation within the domain of research and innovation. In the 
past year, for example, we have seen haphazard efforts to develop mobile apps and data dashboards in 
countries around the globe to monitor and combat the spread of Covid-19, trying to balance various 
and often conflicting values, needs and interests; we have seen further misuse of social media to 
monitor and influence people’s behaviours in democratic processes; we have seen increased usage 
of surveillance and face recognition, sometimes with publics that seem to be largely unaware of the 
enormous impacts. In such a world, we do need ethical deliberation in research and innovation.

Fortunately, there are many and diverse methods available for ‘including, integrating or 
incorporating ethics’ in research and innovation projects (Reijers et al., 2018: 1438). Reijers et al. 
(2018) distinguish between three categories: 1) ex ante methods, which are used before projects start 
or in the early of research an innovation, 2) intra methods, which are used during research, design, 
development and implementation, and 3) ex post methods, which are typically used after projects 
have delivered results.

We (the authors) work at TNO, a Research and Technology Organization of some 2600 people 
with a mission ‘to create innovations that boost the sustainable competitive strength of industry and 
well-being of society’1. TNO has a societal mission and is funded in part by the national government, 
in part by industry, and in part by international research funding. We view innovation as a process 
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of bringing about positive change in society through the application of new ideas or technologies, 
and distinguish between four phases: 1) research, 2) design and development, 3) implementation 
and application, and 4) usage. TNO employees mostly work in the early phases (research, design 
and development), but some are also active in later phases (implementation, application and usage). 
Many projects of TNO are organized in a quadruple helix (Carayannis & Campbell, 2009) (i.e. they 
involve government, industry, knowledge and civil society organizations). Many projects of TNO 
deliver demonstrators or prototypes to other parties, which they can further develop and integrate in 
their systems, services or products. Therefore, TNO and its research and innovation efforts are often 
part of a larger innovation eco-system (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020) since its outputs are inputs 
for other parties’ innovations.

We set ourselves the goal to develop and test a method that would support colleagues in improving 
their capabilities to integrate ethics in their projects, especially regarding their projects’ results and 
outcomes, and their impacts in society2. We are therefore particularly interested in what Reijers et 
al. referred to as intra methods (2018: 1450-1452)3; methods that researchers and designers can use 
themselves and which can help them to steer their projects.

We believe that many researchers and designers would be willing and able to integrate ethics in 
their projects, but are currently lacking methods that are easy to use and that deliver practical results. 
From years of informal observation we get the impression that many people in research and innovation 
find the idea of ‘doing ethics’ challenging; they expect that ethics is time-consuming without it offering 
measurable impact. Additionally, they perceive ethics as fuzzy, complex or abstract. Moreover, they 
expect that integrating ethics in their projects will limit, hinder, or obstruct creativity and innovation.

Given our goal to promote the integration of ethics in research and innovation, we need a method 
that: 1) is practical, 2) that delivers practical results and provides clarity, 3) that fits in current working 
processes and helps the people involved to move their projects forwards, and 4) that promote creativity 
and innovation. There is evidence that engagement with ethics can promote creativity. Feng et al. 
(2018) found that increased ethical leadership promotes employees’ creativity; this trend continues until 
a threshold is reached—after that, employees feel micromanaged and restricted, and their creativity 
decreases. We feel that the implementation of a less rigid method to apply ethics to innovative projects 
will inspire new approaches and research ideas. This need for user-friendly, useful and lightweight 
methods to integrate ethics in research and innovation is salient. This is especially true for certain 
disciplines such as ‘AI ethics’ (Hickok, 2020), where people look for ways to go beyond abstract 
principles—to move from theory to practice, or, as Morley et al. states: ‘from what to how’ (2019).

We are familiar with various intra methods to integrate ethics in research and innovation like 
Ethical Parallel Research (Van Gorp & Van der Molen, 2011), Value Sensitive Design (Friedman, 
Kahn, & Borning, 2006), Ethical Impact Assessment (Jansen et al., 2017), and Disclosive Ethics (Brey, 
2000, 2010) and used elements from these methods (see Reijers et al (2018) for a more complete 
overview and more extensive discussion of these methods. We will briefly discuss these four methods.

In Ethical Parallel Research (Van Gorp & Van der Molen, 2011) ethicists collaborate with 
researchers and developers, in a five-step process, with the ethicist in the lead: gather information, 
reflect on ethical issues, prepare a discussion with researchers and developers, have the discussion 
and make decisions, and report about ethical issues and decisions made—this collaboration typically 
takes place over a period of time. Value Sensitive Design (Friedman et al., 2006) requires involving 
relevant stakeholders and organizing a relatively elaborate ‘tripartite’ methodology, with three stages: 
a conceptual stage in which relevant values and relevant stakeholders are identified and studied, an 
empirical stage in the ways in which values are (not) embedded in current or future design choices 
are studied, and a technical stage in which the ways in which properties of the technology at hand 
hinders or promotes relevant values. Ethical Impact Assessment can be understood as one element 
in a more comprehensive effort to integrate ethics in various stages and elements of research and 
innovation (Jansen et al., 2017: section 5) and can consist of six stages: threshold analysis, formulate 
a plan, identify ethical impacts, evaluate ethical impacts, and formulate and implement remedial 
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actions—with multiple pages of items and questions for each stage. Finally, Disclosive Ethics (Brey, 
2000, 2010) promotes the ‘moral deciphering of embedded values and norms in computer systems, 
applications and practices’ (Brey, 2000); it recognises that ‘[m]any practices involving computer 
technology are morally opaque’ (Brey, 2010: 49)—in other words, it assumes that the people involved 
implicitly participate in some form of ethical deliberation (Steen, 2015), and invites and enables them 
to discuss these ethical issues explicitly.

While these methods in themselves are very valuable, we believe that in their current form, 
with their current depth and width, researchers and designers find it difficult to actually use them 
in practice. Rather, they need a usable, lightweight method. This is in line with Reijers et al. first 
recommendation to focus intra methods ‘on the integration of ethics in the day-to-day work of [research 
and innovation] practitioners, especially with the disclosure of ethical issues in design’ (2018: 1457).

Rapid Ethical Deliberation (RED)
Based on the methods mentioned above—Ethical Parallel Research, Value Sensitive Design, Ethical 
Impact Assessment, and Disclosive Ethics—and based on years of experience with efforts to integrate 
ethics in research and innovation projects (e.g., Royakkers & Steen, 2017; Steen & Van de Poel, 2012), 
we developed a method: Rapid Ethical Deliberation (RED)4. We hope that researchers and designers 
find this method usable, useful and can actually use it in their projects. Moreover, we aimed to develop 
a method for ethical deliberation that also promotes creativity and also helps the people involved to 
reflect on their project more strategically. To that end, we took inspiration from Design Thinking (Cross, 
2011; Dorst, 2015; Dorst & Royakkers, 2006), an approach to innovation that involves organizing 
an iterative and participative process of problem-setting and solution-finding—a process that, for 
instance, enables participants to move fluently from exploring possible solutions to re-examining 
and re-thinking and modulating the project brief, a process of joint inquiry and imagination (Steen, 
2013a). We wanted to move away from the stereotype of ethics as a barrier to innovation.

Furthermore, Design Thinking enables participants to reflect on their project and to zoom-in 
and zoom-out their perspectives: to envision problems and potential solutions in very practical terms 
rather than having abstract discussions about abstract ideas; and also to question their project and talk 
to clients and stakeholders to question assumptions and explore new directions when that is needed. 
Moreover, we intend RED to be a method for Responsible Innovation, that is, to promote anticipation, 
reflexivity, inclusion and responsiveness within innovation projects (Stilgoe, Owen, & Macnaghten, 
2013). Regarding inclusion and responsiveness, we recognize that RED would benefit from further 
development to include stakeholders in ethical deliberation, e.g., civic society organizations (Steen & 
Nauta, 2020), so that the dialogues would include voices from society, from ‘outside the lab’ (Doorn, 
Schuurbiers, Van de Poel, & Gorman, 2013). Such further development, however, is outside our current 
scope (also, it would introduce an entirely new set of questions, related to power and participation: 
which are relevant stakeholders, which are prominent values, etc.).

Importantly, our method is based on ‘doing ethics’ in the form of organizing an iterative and 
participative process of ethical deliberation. Our method focuses on asking questions and facilitating 
creativity, rather than, for example, looking for definitive answers or following an ethics checklist 
(Hickok, 2020). Our method invites participants to adopt four different and supplementary normative 
ethical perspectives: consequentialism, deontology, virtue ethics, and relational ethics5. These are 
(roughly) the same four traditions that Van de Poel and Royakkers (2011) follow in their textbook. 
The mobilization of different normative perspectives is a distinct feature of the RED method. Its 
purpose is to enable participants to clarify, discuss, navigate, prioritize and balance conflicting values. 
This follows the second recommendation of Reijers et al. for intra methods: to base considerations 
‘on a normative theoretical framework that explicates how certain technology design choices can 
be identified as ethical, or how “ethics” is mediated by technology design (2018: 1457). This would 
address a problem that some see in methods like ETHICS (Stahl, 2007) or VSD (Jacobs & Huldtgren, 
2018), namely that they lack ways to discuss normative directions or establish ethical commitments. 
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While we are certainly not looking for a method that provides definitive answers or prescribes ‘good 
or evil’, we are looking for a method that gives participants some handholds and vocabulary to discuss 
ethical issues also normatively.

Moreover, we propose that RED can be a valuable tool in different phases of research and 
innovation, especially if it used on different moments as part of an iterative research and innovation 
process—see Figure 1. RED can be useful in the early phases, for example, in project preparation 
and definition or the ‘fuzzy front-end of innovation’ (Gassmann & Schweitzer, 2014) (as an ex-ante 
method), in design and development, for example to explore, envision, design, or evaluate different 
solutions or options (as an intra method), and in the end of a project, for example, to evaluate projects’ 
results (as an ex-post method)—where it is critical to understand, in the context of an Research and 
Technology Organization (RTO), that its results can very well be input for other parties’ innovation 
processes; in that sense, an ex-post evaluation for the RTO is an ex-ante assessment for those other 
parties.

Please find below a first version of the Rapid Ethical Deliberation (RED) method and workshop 
format:

•	 Intake: Several days before the workshop (below) a meeting of approximately 30 minutes, 
possibly online6, with one or two people of the research and innovation project (‘project team 
members’) and one or two people who will facilitate the process (‘facilitators’). The goal of 
the ‘intake’ is twofold. Facilitators learn about the context, goal and scope of the project, and 
have some between ‘intake’ and ‘workshop’ to learn more. Project team members learn about 
the RED method, including the division of roles: project team members are responsible for the 
content, including follow-up actions; whereas facilitators are responsible for the process (and 
can, optionally, be involved in follow-up actions).

•	 Workshop: A meeting of approximately 60 minutes, possibly online, ideally with the same people: 
one or two project team members and one or two facilitators7.

First, the project team members describe their project’s main goal and frame it in terms of design 
thinking (problem-setting and solution-finding). The facilitators can ask questions like: In one or two 
sentences, what problem does your project aim to solve?, What is the project’s overall goal?, or Can 
you walk us through one of the solutions you are thinking about or working on, in very practical terms?

Then the facilitators invite the project team members to identify potential ethical issues, for 
example, regarding the project’s potential outcomes and their impacts in society, both desirable 
and undesirable, or in terms of values that are at stake, that the project aims to protect or that 
may be at risk. They can draw from lists of values, such as the list of Friedman et al. (2006), who 

Figure 1. Rapid Ethical Deliberation can be applied in different phases of research and innovation, preferably as an integral part 
of an iterative process
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mention human welfare, ownership and property, privacy, freedom from bias, universal usability, 
trust, autonomy, informed consent, accountability, courtesy, identity, calmness, and environmental 
sustainability, or the list of the European Commission’s High Level Expert Group on AI (2019), who 
mention respect for human agency and oversight, technical robustness and safety, privacy and data 
governance, transparency, diversity, non-discrimination and fairness, societal and environmental 
well-being, and accountability.

Then follows an interactive discussion about the issues that were brought up. Participants are 
invited to discuss these issues using four different ethical perspectives:

Consequences and impacts:

•	 What are potential positive consequences or impacts of this innovation and its implementation? 
These can happen in processes or services (internal) or in society and people’s daily lives 
(external).

•	 What are potential negative consequences or impacts of this innovation and its implementation? 
These can happen in processes or services (internal) or in society and people’s daily lives 
(external).

•	 How are positive and negative consequences and impacts divided over different people or groups?
•	 What could be possible unintended and undesirable side effects or this innovation?

Duties and rights:

•	 Does the organization that wants to implement this innovation have any duties or mandates 
relating to the innovation? If so, what are these duties or mandates?

•	 Do you or do we have any duties on behalf of this organization? If so, what are these duties?
•	 Does this innovation impact on people’s fundamental rights, for example, human dignity, freedom, 

equality, solidarity (Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union).
•	 Are there (informal) rules, regulations or legislations which this innovation needs to comply?

Virtues and flourishing:

•	 Looking at the people who would use this innovation, which virtues (or dispositions) are relevant? 
Think of classical virtues like justice, courage, self-control and practical wisdom, professional 
virtues like watchfulness or helpfulness (for police officers), or ‘technomoral’ virtues like honesty, 
humility, care, civility, flexibility and perspective (Vallor, 2016).

•	 How can this innovation help (or hinder) them to cultivate or express these virtues? Or which 
virtues are at stake or could be at risk when they use this innovation?

•	 And how can this innovation help them to find appropriate ‘means’ for relevant virtues? What 
type of learning or training would be beneficial or necessary?

•	 Zooming-out to the level of society, how can this innovation promote people’s flourishing and 
wellbeing?

Relationships and interactions:

•	 Which relationships, interactions, or treatments would be affected by this innovation?
•	 Think of different relationships and interactions, e.g. between people who use the innovation and 

people who are affected by it (e.g., police officers and citizens, respectively)
•	 In what ways could these relationships, interactions, or treatments change? For better or for 

worse?
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•	 How could the innovation affect the quality of relationships between people, groups of people 
or organization? Think of power differences, communication, collaboration, empathy and care.

After these discussions, the facilitators invite the project team members to articulate conclusions, 
for example, insights that they developed during the workshop, and also questions that they will want 
to further explore and address and actions that they will want to do. This last step is key in that it 
enables the participants to articulate what they can do to move their project forward. It provides 
both closure, looking back at the workshop, and opening, looking at their project with curiosity and 
creativity.

•	 Reflection: It is recommended to organize a third step, in which participants and facilitators 
can reflect on the workshop, both regarding content and regarding process.

As we (the authors) were looking for a method that would fit in an organization that is typically 
not very accustomed to organizing elaborate ethical deliberation, we developed RED to suit researchers 
and designers who may have little experience with integrating ethics in their work, who have busy 
schedules. The RED workshop functions as a pressure cooker and as an appetizer: if participants feel 
it useful, they can organize more elaborate ethical deliberation activities. Moreover, RED is designed 
as a flexible tool. It can be applied with more or less structure (or improvisation) and with more or 
less depth and width, depending on the context and its restraints, and the participants and their skills.

RESEARCH APPROACH AND QUESTIONS

Our research approach is explorative and descriptive. First, we wanted to explore what happens 
when we organize RED workshops, both regarding content and process. Second, we were especially 
interested in whether RED workshops can promote creativity, both in terms of enabling fresh 
perspectives and generating creative ideas or solutions, and in terms of enabling critical reflection 
on the project more strategically—notably in terms of moving iteratively between solution-finding 
and problem-setting.

In order to address these questions, we organized a series of four RED workshops with participants 
from four different research and innovation projects. For the first research question, we looked at 
the proceedings of the workshops and described both content and process. For the second research 
question, we focused on ‘aha’ moments; moments in which participants looked at the situation, 
problem, or possible solutions in creatively and generated new, creative or strategic ideas or options.

In order to find researchers and developers who could help us understand RED’s applicability, 
we approached colleagues from different projects and invited them to participate in an intervention 
in which we collaboratively apply this method. We targeted and selected projects in our organization 
which (we expected) may benefit from ethical deliberation, and found four. All four projects are 
concerned with research and innovation in the domain of public safety and police work, and focus on 
communication, sharing information and collaboration. While these projects are conducted in close 
collaboration with customers and other stakeholders, we involved only researchers and designers from 
our own organization in the RED workshops (see our remark above about involving stakeholders).

We conducted this study as action research (Guertler, Kriz, & Sick, 2020; McPhee, Hoppe, 
& Lindhult, 2019; Ollila & Yström, 2020) by organising and executing intake and workshop 
meetings with the project team members. We made notes of the meetings, had these reviewed by the 
participants, and then discussed these notes amongst the authors. Our approach employs a case study 
research design (Yin, 1994) with four cases8. We justify our relatively small number of cases in that 
we view these cases as ‘revelatory cases’ in that we had a relatively unique ‘opportunity to observe 
and analyze a phenomenon previously inaccessible to scientific investigation’ (Yin, 1994: 40). We 
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were able to do these workshops and test the RED method because we were ‘insiders’ and already 
had trust and rapport with the people we engaged with. Notably, our approach can be understood 
as social-constructionist (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 2002). Instead of discovering some 
objective truth, we were interested in the ways in which project team members express and discuss 
issues and ideas within their project; we were interested in their (subjective) experiences, embedded 
within their specific and practical contexts.

Case Studies
In this section, we provide observations from the intake and workshop meetings with team members 
of four research and innovation projects. We focus on significant (‘aha’) moments and supply some 
background information on the projects, which can help to better understand and these moments. 
Please note that the workshops were with co-workers in research and innovation roles; not with people 
from other organizations, for example, from the police.

Case A: Pedo-Hunters and Civil Arrests
This case is concerned with citizens who track down putative pedo-sexual individuals9, mostly online, 
for example, in private chat rooms, and make appointments with them to meet physically. They are 
referred to as pedo-hunters (pedo-jagers in Dutch); a diverse group that includes concerned citizens 
who want to stop pedo-sexual individuals, sometimes with very personal motivations, and vigilantes, 
who might use violence against putative perpetrators when they meet them. The police is troubled by 
the work of pedo-hunters, especially those who meet alleged pedo-sexual individuals and conduct civil 
arrests, because these meetings often lead to violence and vigilantism. Citizens are legally allowed 
to conduct civil arrests when they catch suspects ‘red-handed’, provided that they transfer suspects 
to the police immediately and use force only when necessary and proportionally. We discussed this 
case from the perspective of the police, with the aim to envision new, better policies or processes. 
The discussions of duties and of virtues were especially useful and sparked several ‘aha’ moments.

Many pedo-hunters act from feeling a civil duty to combat pedo-sexual individuals’ harmful and 
criminal behaviours. In addition, the police have a formal duty to protect citizens and to combat crime. 
We focussed on civil arrests. One of the problems is that citizens can only reactively call the police: 
when the suspected pedo-sexual arrives at the agreed-upon location. In the time that it takes for the 
police to arrive, however, this meeting between pedo-hunters and suspects can often turn violent. One 
solution would be that citizens can premeditatively ask for police assistance; for example, by planning 
such a meeting with the suspect in collaboration with a police officer. There is, however, currently 
no way to collaborate in this manner. Consequently, citizens who plan on conducting civil arrest are 
left to do so on their own at the potential expense of their safety or the safety of others. A discussion 
of citizens’ informal duties and the police’s formal duties led to the idea to organize better handovers 
from civil arrests to police arrests. The police’s formal duties would than match and supplement the 
informal duties of citizens. We also discussed virtues. Justice as an overall virtue that is needed in 
such situations. In addition, police officers would need to cultivate courage and avoid its deficiency, 
that leans towards passivity, when conducting such arrests, and citizens would need to cultivate 
courage and avoid its excess that leans towards rashness. Another idea for this solution would be that 
the police organizes trainings for conducting these new types of civil/police arrests properly. A key 
result of this discussion was that one team member will discuss this idea with the police, to explore 
ways to modify processes and enable civil/police arrests with risks for violence and vigilantism.

Case B: Dashboard for Emergency Room Operators
During the minutes it takes for police officers to respond to an emergency call (112), the police may 
want to collect additional information about the incident, such as backgrounds of the people involved. 
For this task, the police created a Real-Time Intelligence Centre (RTIC). RTIC operators use diverse 
data sources, both within the police and in the public domain, such as social media, interpret these 
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data, and relay relevant information, via the emergency room operator, to the police officers who 
rush to the incident. This case is concerned with the police’s exploration of options to automate 
parts of this process in the RTIC. One option is to use algorithms that link additional data to a case 
during an information search. The ambition is to improve effectiveness and speed, while preventing 
risks of bias, such as not taking into account alternative hypotheses in a case or selectively choosing 
databases from which to search. We discussed this case with the goal to explore ideas for functional 
requirements for such a system and for procedures for the emergency room operators. Discussions 
of consequences, virtues and relationships gave rise to several ‘aha’ moments.

An exploration of positive and negative consequences led to a discussion about the need to 
enable emergency room operators to become (more) aware of their own biases and search strategies, 
so that they can avoid following the system’s output unthinkingly. Instead, more awareness may lead 
to critical thinking, which could lead to more efficient and effective police work. In addition, an 
exploration of virtues led to a discussion of the need for operators to act both swiftly and decisively, 
and carefully and thoroughly. They need to find appropriate means for, and balances between, these 
virtues; they need to work decisively within restraints of carefulness, and thoroughly within restraints 
of swiftness. They need to strike appropriate balances in different situations, such as street fights, 
cases of domestic violence, missing persons cases, or traffic accidents. To address this, project team 
members developed the idea that the system could support operators to ‘wisely’ allocate on different 
tasks: searching information, interpreting information, and communicating to police officers on the 
street. Finally, the project team members explored different relationships and speculated that the 
operators need to provide information that is both trustworthy and actionable for the police officers 
they relay it to. As a result of this discussion, the project team will further explore ways to make the 
system a tool for promoting critical thinking and, for example, use insights from psychology and 
human-computer interaction to create different ‘information profiles’ for different roles.

Case C: Neighbourhood Watch Groups and Early Detection
Citizens have become increasingly active in Neighbourhood Watch groups, where they share 
information and offer each other support, typically using WhatsApp as a medium. Some police officers 
collaborate with such groups, for example, by joining Admin Groups, which consist of administrators 
of different Neighbourhood Watch groups. Administrators can choose to relay messages from ‘their’ 
Neighbourhood Watch group to an Admin Group and, if needed, collaborate there with this police 
officer.

This case is concerned with an idea for an innovation in which the police can monitor 
Neighbourhood Watch groups automatically and for the ‘early detection’ of incidents, that is, before 
somebody calls the police. Imagine that a citizen writes about a ‘suspicious van in our street’ in a 
Neighbourhood Watch group. If the police were monitoring this group, an algorithm from their Real-
Time Intelligence Centre (RTIC) would detect that. An RTIC operator might then call the concerned 
citizen to ask for details, such as a license plate. This citizen, maybe with help from others in the group, 
relays this information to the police, where the RTIC operator can search for additional information. 
If they find anything suspicious, they can send a police officer to further investigate. We discussed 
this case with the aim to envision new processes for RTIC operators. The discussions of duties and 
rights, and of associated virtues, were especially useful and caused several ‘aha’ moments.

Currently (without such ‘early detection’), the police’s duty to respond to citizens’ emergency 
calls is relatively clear: they have a duty to be accessible for emergencies (via 112), and to respond 
adequately and timely. However, for ‘early detection’ their duties are less clear. A key question emerged: 
What duty or task of the police would this ‘early detection’ be part of? Law enforcement, criminal 
investigation, emergency relief and assistance, communication and prevention? These tasks have 
different mandates and processes. In very general terms, the police need to be watchful and helpful10 
and protect citizens’ safety. Another key question arose about these Neighbourhood Watch groups: are 
they private spaces (because WhatsApp is owned by US corporation Facebook) or public spaces? This 
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distinction affects the police’s duties of citizens’ rights11. We also discussed several relevant virtues 
for both police officers and citizens in Neighbourhood Watch groups. Finding appropriate means 
for courage is required during incidents. Another relevant virtue is self-control; both police officers 
and citizens need appropriate restraint in their usage of social media since conversations on social 
media quickly escalate and polarize. A key result of this discussion was that project team members 
plan to discuss with the police about where such ‘early detection’ would fit in the police’s tasks and 
processes; for example, an RTIC operator might be able to classify each incident, as enforcement, 
investigation, assistance or prevention.

Case D: Risk Assessment for Subversive Criminality
A starting point for this case is the Multi-Agency Vulnerability Assessment Support Tool (MAVAST). 
This tool was developed to enable experts to assess individual vulnerability for violent radicalisation 
and identify potential interventions to prevent or mitigate violent radicalisation 12. This current 
case involves exploring the possibility of re-using elements from this tool in another project in 
another domain; namely for the assessment of risks for young people to slide towards subversive 
criminality—types of criminality in which legal and illegal activities are blended, where people in 
business or public administration become complicit in criminal activities. Several decisions went into 
the development of MAVAST, which will be upheld: MAVAST does not give numerical scores (e.g., 
between 0 and 1, as is typical), instead it displays the underlying indicators, both available and missing. 
As a result, professionals who use MAVAST will need to actively interpret its output, which avoids 
the risk people depending on an algorithm without using their expertise, knowledge of the situation, 
and critical thinking. We discussed how a Regional Information and Expertise Centre (RIEC) could 
use this innovation. RIECs facilitate sharing information13 between organizations in order to combat 
subversive criminality, for example, between public prosecution, police, municipalities, provinces, 
inspection agencies, and Youth Services. The discussion in the workshop aimed to explore ways to 
modify and utilize a tool like MAVAST in this other context. Our explorations of consequences, of 
duties, and of relationships gave rise to several ‘aha’ moments.

The positive outcomes of using such a tool would be that young people are prevented from sliding 
towards subversive criminality. A discussion arose about the project’s key underlying assumptions. Is 
the tool meant to identify ‘vulnerable people’ and offer them support, or is it meant to identify ‘potential 
perpetrators’ (who may actually be victims of criminality or adverse circumstances) and to repress 
or arrest them? Different partners within a RIEC may have different views on this. It also became 
clear that a tool for risk assessment only makes sense within a wider context of risk management, 
with adequate resources and competencies. Otherwise there is a risk for the tool to become a gadget, 
offering the illusion to users of having data or being in control, without actually promoting agency. 
Further discussion will be needed to unpack the impacts of such a tool on various relationships and 
collaboration, notably between frontline professionals and potential perpetrators, between users of 
the tool and the experts at RIEC, and between different organizations and people within RIEC. A 
key outcome of this workshop was the project team members’ plan to talk to their stakeholders about 
underlying assumptions, e.g., in terms of vulnerability and support ‘versus’ criminality and repression, 
and about ways to align different goals.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

We developed a method for Rapid Ethical Deliberation, which people can use in their research and 
innovation projects. We applied this method in four projects and studied what happened, regarding 
both content and process. Based on our observations, we found that in all four cases it helped the 
project team members in several ways14:
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•	 To envision the innovation that they work on very practical terms and to envision its practical 
implementation and usage, and associated potential impacts in very practical terms.

•	 To look at their project and the innovation they work on from different ethical perspectives, which 
enabled them to express, navigate and balance different normative orientations.

•	 To look at their projects with fresh eyes (‘aha’ moments); this sparked their creativity and helped 
to look at their projects strategically, for example, to ask questions about key assumptions.

•	 To articulate questions that they can further investigate or discuss with others, notably with clients; 
this helped them to experience the workshops as productive, and move their projects forward.

Looking at these results, we propose that RED is usable and useful for researchers and designers. 
This contrasts with some other methods for integrating ethics, which are associated with fruitlessly 
discussing relatively abstract ideas and with hindering creativity and stifling innovation. We were 
happy to see several ‘aha’ moments during the workshops: moments in which project team members 
took on fresh perspectives, generated creative ideas or asked fundamental questions—see Table 1.

In Case A, the idea emerged to combine citizens’ (informal) duties and police officers’ (formal) 
duties and develop ways to better organize civil/police arrests, rather than accepting that there is 
currently no process. In Case B, the idea was developed to make the system promote and facilitate 
RTIC operators’ abilities for critical thinking, so that they can use the system responsibly. In Case 
C, the need to the clarify ‘early detection’ vis-à-vis different police tasks became clear, rather than 
leaving that key question unaddressed. In Case D, the need to discuss the overall goal of this risk 
assessment (vulnerability and support ‘versus’ criminality and repression) became clear, rather than 
letting this key question unexamined.

Based on these cases and feedback that we received from participants about RED, we can answer 
our second research question: that ethical deliberation can promote creativity and strategic thinking. 
Ethical deliberation can enable researchers and designers to steer their research and innovation 
projects—rather than functioning as a barrier to innovation, which people tend to associate ethics with. 
Sometimes researchers and designers focus too much on practical situations and on current restrictions 
so that it is difficult for them to be creative or reflect critically and strategically on their project.

Looking back at some of the methods that RED draws from, we can see that it enables researchers 
and designers to engage in ethical deliberation: similar to Ethical Parallel Research (Van Gorp & 
Van der Molen, 2011), it enables participants to discuss values and interests of different stakeholders, 
similar to Value Sensitive Design (Friedman et al., 2006), it enables them to identify and evaluate 
ethical issues and find ways to deal with these, similar to Ethical Impact Assessment (Jansen et al., 
2017) and Disclosive Ethics (Brey, 2000, 2010), it enables them to make implicit values more explicit 
and to discuss these critically. RED does a little bit of all of this, in relatively short time, and with 
less depth and less breadth.

Table 1. Several ‘aha’ moments (indicated ‘x’) occurred during the workshops for the different projects

Case A:  
Pedo-hunters and civil arrests

Case B: 
Dashboard 
for RTIC 
operators

Case C: 
Neighbourhood 
Watch groups 

and early 
detection

Case D: 
Risk 

assessment 
for subversive 

criminality

Consequences X X

Duties and rights X X X

Virtues X X X

Relationships X X
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Moreover, we would like to point out that although a method like RED enables people to make 
decisions and move their project forward, these decisions must not be understood as final. Rather, 
these decisions are part of an iterative process of research and innovation, and therefore amenable 
for validation and improvement. RED is best used in a context of experimentation and learning (van 
de Poel, 2016, 2018).

Looking ahead, we would like to propose that other people can try-out the RED method, preferably 
in different stages of research and innovation. We hope that the RED method is flexible regarding 
the balance between structure and improvisation in that it provides enough structure to organize a 
workshop, and enough room for improvisation to adopt the workshop to the participants and context. 
We can imagine variations that offer more depth, for example with elaborate analyses of consequences, 
duties, virtues and relationships, and more width, for example, through engagement of more diverse 
people and roles, notably the involvement of customers, suppliers, citizens or societal stakeholders.

When organizing RED workshops, it is critical to maintain the spirit of ethical deliberation, and 
organize it as part of a participative, iterative process that promotes curiosity and creativity (Steen, 
2013b), in the spirit also of Responsible Innovation and its key dimensions of anticipation, reflexivity, 
inclusion and responsiveness (Stilgoe et al., 2013). There is, however, a risk of this method becoming 
a shallow exercise. This draws attention to the key role of workshop facilitators; they will need to 
create a space for openminded reflection, for critical and constructive questioning, for curiosity 
and creativity, for anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion and responsiveness—so that the workshop has 
sufficient depth and width (not a shallow exercise). Ideally, a workshop like this is organized as an 
opportunity to cultivate relevant virtues, not only classical, ‘cardinal’ virtues like justice, courage, 
self-control and practical wisdom, but also contemporary ‘technomoral’ virtues (Vallor, 2016), like 
flexibility, a ‘reliable and skilful disposition to modulate action, belief, and feeling as called for by 
novel, unpredictable, frustrating, or unstable technosocial conditions’ (p. 145) and perspective, ‘a 
reliable disposition to attend to, discern and understand moral phenomena as meaningful parts of a 
moral whole’ (p. 149). Indeed, Vallor reminds us that ‘the ultimate engineering task is the fragile, 
endless, and sublime human project of using the culture we produce to make ourselves into the beings 
we wish to become’ (op. cit.: 159).
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ENDNOTES

1 	 https://www.tno.nl/en/about-tno/
2 	 We are currently less interested in ethical issues that may occur within projects, e.g., regarding ways in 

which researcher treat subjects in trials (although these issues are important).
3 	 We are currently less interested in ex ante methods, which are typically used by experts in responsible 

innovation or foresight or by ethicists (Reijers et al., 2018: 1447-1450), rather than by researchers and 
designers themselves, i.e. the people we want to target and collaborate with (our colleagues), or in ex post 
methods, which are typically applied after projects have delivered results (op cit.: 1452-1454), i.e. the 
phases in which projects and their outcomes cannot be easily influenced anymore (as per the so-called 
Collingridge control dilemma: at a project’s start there are opportunities to steer it, but also a lack of 
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knowledge to base this steering on; whereas at a project’s end more knowledge has been generated or 
become available, but opportunities to steer it have become minimal).

4 	 We are aware of the tension (or irony) that exists between calling our method ‘Rapid’ and claiming that it 
can facilitate a process of ‘Ethical Deliberation’—which needs time and room for reflection and dialogue. 
We nevertheless chose to use the term ‘Rapid’ to make our method attractive to people who work in tech; 
they are likely to be familiar with rapid prototyping and iterative methods like Agile or Scrum. Moreover, 
we position RED as an accessible, first step in a promoting more ethical deliberation. Our intention is to 
enable people, over time, to engage in more extensive ethical deliberation. We do not claim that doing 
one RED is sufficient; indeed, that could easily derail into ethics washing (Floridi, 2019).

5 	 We assume readers are familiar with these traditions and will not discuss too many details; this is consistent 
with the way in which these perspectives are presented in the method: without theoretical or conceptual 
background. Please note that we use the term ‘relational ethics’ to refer to what others call ‘ethics of care’ 
or ‘feminist ethics’.

6 	 This method was developed and tried-out during the Covid-19 pandemic, hence the usage of online 
communication, rather than face to face meetings.

7 	 We have also worked with larger groups, where four groups of people, or two to four people each, work 
in parallel on the four ethical perspectives and share their insights.

8 	 Flyvbjerg (2006) refutes several common misunderstandings about case studies; he argues that case 
studies can provide ‘concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge’, which can be more valuable 
than ‘general, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge, and that one can ‘generalize on the basis of 
[even] an individual case’.

9 	 Sexual activities with children under 16 years are illegal in The Netherlands. In addition, ‘grooming’ is 
illegal; i.e. initiating contact via phone or internet with underage children and initiating to meet in person 
with intentions to commit fornication.

10 	 These words, watchful (‘waakzaam’) and helpful (‘dienstbaar’), are displayed on Dutch police cars and 
buildings, and can be understood as key professional values, duties or virtues for police officers.

11 	 The use of ‘early detection’ services involves rights to privacy and resulting requirements, such as ‘informed 
consent’ before the police would participate in such groups.

12 	 Developed in Pericles, a Horizon 2020 project funded by the EU (https://project-pericles.eu; https://
project-pericles.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3-Vulnerability-Assessment-Tool_landscape_compressed.
pdf).

13 	 For privacy and data protection, see: https://www.riec.nl/binaries/riec/documenten/jaarverslagen/2019/06/23/
riec-liec-jaarverslag-2019/Jaarverslag_RIECLIEC_2019_DEF.pdf, page 26.

14 	 Please note that we were interested in project team members’ experiences during the innovation process. 
We were not interested in, e.g., the innovation project’s outcomes—which were not yet available because 
the projects were still under development or underway. Moreover, it would have been difficult to study 
the effects of method X on outcomes Y; there are all sorts of variables that influence innovation processes 
‘in the field’.


